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“We know, for instance, in the
next 75 years, a lot of the spruce
fir and conifer forest will change
to being mostly hardwood,” he
added. “And you know, how do
you manage for that? We can’t
fight against it.”

On the mountains of the park,
the temperature tends to drop as
elevation increases. Therefore, for
experimental gardens on Cadillac,
researchers simply transplanted
plants from the summit to lower,
warmer elevations to simulate in-
creasing temperatures from cli-
mate change.

Planted in fall 2013, there are
three experimental gardens on
Cadillac: at the summit, halfway
down, and at its base. The proj-
ect’s leader, Caitlin McDonough
MacKenzie, selected three native
species to for the experiment: low-
bush blueberry, three-toothed
cinquefoil and sheep laurel. All
three are common throughout the
park at all elevations.

“Our three species here have
actually done a really nice job,”
said MacKenzie. “They’ve re-
sponded pretty flexibly to that
change in temperature, which
gives us hope they’ll be able to
adapt to warmer temperatures at
the summit in the future.”

In addition to those higher tem-
peratures, climate scientists also
are predicting longer growing sea-
sons, rising sea levels and in-
creased storm surges for Acadia
National Park.

“We’re going to have to be more
proactive in terms of the manage-
ment of the park because things
are changing, and if we keep the
status quo, they’re likely to
change in ways we don’t want,”
said Miller-Rushing.

Before looking forward, howev-
er, park officials looked back to a
record and tradition of scientific
research in Acadia that began be-
fore the park was even estab-
lished.

The park has been affected by
climate change and other stressors
since its inception 100 years ago,
which is known because of exten-
sive monitoring of natural re-
sources in the park, as well as re-
search by scientists from numer-
ous institutions and organizations.

In 1880, when MDI was becom-
ing a popular spot for adventur-
ous summer rusticators, a group
of young men from Harvard sailed
to the island to spend the summer
camping and exploring the natu-
ral landscape. They called their
group the Champlain Society.

Led by young Charles Eliot, son
of Harvard President Charles W.
Eliot, the Champlain Society

spent several summers on the is-
land, camping in tents by the
ocean. And under orders to do
something useful with their time,
the young men studied the is-
land’s plants, wildlife, geology,
hydrology and meteorology, con-
ducting the first natural history
surveys of MDI.

Among those surveys was the
first complete plant inventory of
the island, published in 1894 as
“Flora of Mount Desert Island,
Maine.”

Another well-documented
change is the length of the is-
land’s growing season. Relative to
50 years ago, spring (last frost)
starts three weeks earlier, while
fall (first frost) starts three to four
weeks later.

Other documented changes on
the island include more intense
rain events, different bird species
and ocean acidification.

“Clearly things are changing,”
Miller-Rushing said. “If we were
ever supposed to be keeping
things the same, we haven’t been
doing a good job at it. We realize
it’s an impossible task.”

To be fair, preventing change
in Acadia has been an impossible

task for a century. Just ask the
summer rusticators, who tried to
protect the park from a scourge as
challenging to control as climate
change: Traffic.

How growing tourism
shaped Acadia

In the early 1900s, automobiles
were banned in Bar Harbor.
MDI’s summer rusticators —
who converged on the island
seeking respite from the cacopho-
ny and pollution of city life —
lobbied for the prohibition, fear-
ing the ruin of their bucolic sea-
side getaway.

The debate was contentious,
with others advocating for the
ease and economy of motorized
transport. The ban was lifted after
several years, but the the tension
resonates.

Today, more visitors flock to
Acadia each year than reside in
the entire state of Maine. Visita-
tion has surged 35 percent in just
the last decade.

Locals lament congestion, yet
the economy depends on tourist
dollars. Construction to meet this
growing demand also risks erod-

ing the charm and landscape that
attracts visitors in the first place.

Acadia welcomed 2 .81 million
people in 2015, the highest annual
visitation in 10 years. These visi-
tors generated more than $300
million for the region’s economy
and supported 3,878 jobs, accord-
ing a park analysis.

The crowds thronging to Aca-
dia reflect a pattern at national
parks across the country. As a re-
sult, the National Park Service is
considering limiting the number
of visitors at popular sites, aiming
to protect the country’s most trea-
sured natural landscapes.

In Maine, Acadia officials care-
fully avoid talk of visitor caps. But
later this summer, the park will
release a plan to reduce congestion
at popular destinations within the
park. The changes could ripple
through a regional economy built

on the visitors the park draws
from around the world.

Acadia’s first-ever long-term
traffic management plan will have
plans to “improve safety on park
roads and reduce crowding and
congestion at key visitor destina-
tions and travel corridors, includ-
ing Cadillac Mountain, Jordan
Pond and Ocean Drive,” accord-
ing to Acadia National Park Su-
perintendent Kevin Schneider.

The park service expects to re-
lease more information and gath-
er public comment this summer,
with the traffic plan’s completion
slated for the spring of 2018.

While the agency is unlikely to
revive the all-out ban on vehicle
traffic, the century-old prohibi-
tion echoes in the form of car-free
mornings on Park Loop Road.
Acadia instituted the biannual

Heir to the rusticator legacy
David Rockefeller Jr.

Favorite spot: The Jordan Pond House lawn, though “I
don’t necessarily love it when there are 1,000 people,” and the
top of Pemetic Mountain.

David Rockefeller Jr.’s grandfather helped to establish
Acadia National Park 100 years ago. The beautiful
stone bridges he commissioned are still known as “Mr.

Rockefeller’s bridges,” and park maintenance workers
charged with mowing
around the large “coping
stones” that line park trails
and roads sometimes call it
“flossing Mr. Rockefeller’s
teeth.”

Rockefeller Jr. has been
visiting Maine since his
birth. Though he lives in
New York City, he returns
to the family’s Seal Cove es-
tate several times per year.

In the beginning, the
word “Acadia” wasn’t ut-
tered very often, as he re-
members.

“I was there for the first
time when I was about 5
years old. At that point, I
think it was all ‘Maine,’”
he said. “In fact, we said,
‘We’re going to Maine.’ We didn’t say, ‘We’re going to Aca-
dia,’ or ‘MDI’ or even ‘Seal Harbor.’ We were going to Maine.”

And like the other Rockefellers, he quickly became enam-
ored of the place.

“The things I remembered, early on, are not so much about
just Acadia as separate from MDI, but the whole feeling, of
the beaches, mountains, the ocean and the interrelationship
between all of them. I have wonderful memories as a young
boy playing in the water — I can’t believe we actually used to
swim when we were tiny, off the Seal Harbor Beach that’s
near Little Long Pond.”

Eventually, Rockefeller began to take more notice of the
park itself. Its majestic beauty never gets old, he said.

“I think the thing that’s so remarkable, which I first
learned more intuitively, and now more statistically, is the
proximity of high places to the ocean — and beautiful places
at that — and preserved places,” he said. “You have ponds.
You have hills that we call mountains. You have the ocean
and the islands. … If you were a landscape planner, you
would be thrilled at your accomplishment in planning Acadia
National Park and the surrounding waters.”

He didn’t have to think long about his favorite spots in the
park, though he hopes mentioning the park’s gems won’t
make them any more crowded than they already are.

The entrepreneur
Charlotte Gill

Favorite spot: “I can’t think of a fa-
vorite. That would be like trying to
choose the one food you’re going to eat
for the rest of your life. They’re all good
and unique experiences. I think I’m a lit-
tle bit partial to Seawall because I’m
right next to it.”

Charlotte Gill owns a pair of lobster
pounds, one in the village of South-
west Harbor and the other on Sea-

wall Road on the way to the park. She
moved to MDI when she was a first-grad-
er, and she said Acadia still provides her
with the peace she seeks.

“To me, [Acadia National Park] stands
for ‘real,’” she said. “Now, society is so
synthetic, it feels like. Everyone with
their phones and this and that, and lack
of ‘real.’ And when you’re here in the
park and here by the ocean, you have no
choice but to recognize just the moment
and just the reality of it. It’s beautiful …
it’s something that brings [people] back
to themselves. It’s a nice place to center.”

Gill said that even as a young girl, she
recognized the park as a special place

“I’ve been here since first grade, and
one of my favorite pastimes as a child

was to go to the park, to go to Wonder-
land, to go to Seawall, to look in the tide
pools,” Gill said. “Those were pieces that
made me who I was. Those are pieces of
childhood. To be able to offer that to fam-
ilies that might never have seen that, to
be able to come into our national parks
and to be able to enjoy that, to be able to
sit by the ocean or to look into a tide
pool, it’s literally, it’s life-changing.
That, I think, has been the importance of
the park to me and my history.”

And Gill hopes that during the
park’s second hundred years, it re-

mains accessible for all.
“I want the park to be something that

everyone can enjoy. I have issues with
high fees, to get into the park or for your
park pass,” Gill said. “There’s got to be a

better way. There has to be. There has to
be something because [the idea] is not to
harness [the park] as something that can
be bought and sold as a commodity. It’s
something that’s available for everybody.”
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People enjoy lunch at the Jordan Pond House in Acadia
National Park in late June.
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Customers gather at Charlotte’s Legendary Lobster Pound in Southwest Harbor
in late June.
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David Rockefeller Jr. speaks
during an event in May 2015 to
mark his father’s donation of
1,000 acres to the Mount Des-
ert Land and Garden Preserve.
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Charlotte Gill owns a pair of lobster
pounds, one in the village of Southwest
Harbor, and the other on Seawall Road
on the way to the park.
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Cars and pedestrians crowd the parking lot at the summit of Cadillac Mountain in Acadia National Park
in September 2015. Seasonal traffic congestion at the top of Cadillac, which result in the summit road
temporarily being shut down four times during the summer of 2015, is one thing park officials hope to
address by developing a traffic management plan.
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Visitors hike the trails (above) and enjoy the views at Thunder Hole
(below) at Acadia National Park in July 2015.


