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"Iponically, I know that after a D-2 bill is passed, I will then be fighting to
protect the D-2 lands from . . . the very agencies instructed to protect them."

--Ginny Wobd, 1977

"And 1f we screw it up here . . . we can all stop arguing, because there won't
be anything left to argue about!"

--Ray Bane, 1980

[Prefatory Note: In the summer of 1982 the Charles Lindbergh Fund gave

Professor Nash, the author of Wilderness and the American Mind (3d rev.

ed., Yale, 1982), the opportunity to investigate the impact of presently-
unrestricted air access on the experience of visitors in one of the new
Alaskan national parks. In this report to the Lindbergh Fund and the
National Park Service, Nash attempts to identify the problems airplanes
pose for Gates of the Arctic and, by extrapolation, to wilderness everv-

where. He also suggests needs and opportunities for quantitative research. ]



Gates of the Arctic National Park: Idea

Especially people who have not seen it think of the Brooks Range as
close to the wilderness end of the environmental gpectrum. The Gates of
the Arctic country has been called "ultimate wilderness", '"quintessential
wilderness', and "benchmark wilderness." Adjectives like '"pure", '"real"
and''pristine" are common in its descriptions. In terms of the human ex-
perience, the repeated words are '"isolation", "exploration", '"self-reliance"
and "risk". "If God lives anywhere in Alaska," editorializes the Anchorage
Daily News (July 16, 1982), "it is in the Brooks Range." The National Park
Service brochure for the park refers to it as '"one of the finest remaining
wildernesses in the world." The "Draft Statement for Management' (p. 29)
uses "solitude", "self-reliance," "challenge" and ''discovery', and this
passage is generally applauded in the letters of persons offering comments.

Robert Marshall, of course, began the tradition of ascribing superla-
tive wilderness qualities to the area that has become Gates of the Arctic
National Park. Between July 22, 1929, when an aircraft brought him to the
edge of--but not into-——the present parkland, and his premature death in
1939, Marshall spent 425 days in the central Brooks Range. He came seeking
a blank space on the map, and he found one. Marshall's accounts of his trips
make liberal use of words such as ''virgin", "unbroken", "trackless' and,
anticipating the language of the 1964 Wilderness Act, "untrammeled'". He
thought of himself as a traveler '"beyond the ends of the earth . . . living
in a different world which men have not discovered." (Marshall, Alaska
Wilderness, 1970, p. xxxii.) Of course he was wrong. Only in terms of
white tourists from New York Citywas the land Marshall visited virgin. Nactives
had lived thete for centuries; each "nameless" valley had a name in their
tongues. But an important point emerges from Marshall's fancy. If he
thought that his were the first eyes to look up a vally or over a pass, then
for him the country was absolutely wild and he was a discoverer. The con-
clusion, vital to management principles, is that the wilderness experience
has much more to do with the attitudes of visitors than with the actual cir-
cumstances of history and geography. In the final analysis, wildermess is
a game everyone plays in his own way.

This clarifies the belief of National rk Service cultural anthropolo-
gist and Bettles resident, Ray Bane, that ... goal of management in GCates of
the Arctic Nationmal Park should be to keep the land "in such a way that a
visitor one hundred years from now could experience the same feeling of dis-
covery . . . that Bob Marshall felt more than forty years ago." (Quoted in
Body Norton, "A Gentle, Welcoming Wildermess," Audubon, 79, 1977, p. 45.)

Subsequent commentators on the Gates expanded upon the idea that the area
was different, special and, specifically, wilder than any other part of the
United States. John Kauffmann, a planner associated with the Alaska office
of the National Park Service in the 1970s, recognized that 'the greatest re-

source which this proposed park offers is space—space for wandering, space



for solitude . . . . This region is our ultimate scenic wilderness.'
(typescript, National Park Service Regional Headquarters, Anchorage,
Alaska). To Joe McGinnis, author of Going to Extremes (1980), the
Brooks Range seemed "as isolated as the surface of Mars." The moun-
tains '"seemed to just go on forever in all directions, displaying no
traces of the presence of man" (pp. 50, 236). What was unique about
the Gates, McGinnis felt, was not the height of its peaks or even its
scenic qualitiesg, but the purity of its wildness. For Bill Brown, of
the present National Park Service regional staff, the Gates country
"offers that total immersion in wildernmess that has ever been an
essential part of life in the New World." (Draft book manuscript,
“"Far North Parklands," p. 233).

One of the best places to observe the idea of the Gates of
the Arctic in the American mind is in the thousands of pages of testi-
mony collected at Congressional hearings preceeding the passage of the
Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act in 1980. (I have re-
viewed this record in detail in Chapter 14 of the 1982 revision of
Wilderness _and the American Mind.) Supporters of the bill poured out
their feelings with a degree of emotionalism rare even in environmental
politics. They really thought of the wilderness of Alaska as a last
frontier. It offered the United Staes a final chance to preserve com-
plete wilderness ecosystems. Parks like Gates of the Arctic were said
to offer future generations a kind of environmental time machine, a
place to be pioneers. Overlooking the eleventh~hour compromises that
weakened the act, preservationists thought they had done something
qualitatively different for wilderness. The reality, however, was
something else again.

Gates of the Arctic National Park: Reality

Few places, as Horace Greeley recognized a century ago in
regard to Yosemite, can live up to the brag, and the higher the expec-
tations the harder the subsequent fall. So it is that people who
actually make the longand costly journey to Gates of the Arctic Nation-
al Park are primed for disappointment. The hype about "ultimate
wilderness'" has oversensitized them. Thus an intrusion that might be
taken in stride in, say, Yosemite or Grand Canyon, becomes devastating
when encountered in 'the yardstick by which all wilderness areas must
be measured." (Louis Sharman, draft visitor information sheet, Gates
of the Arctic Natiomal Park Headquarters, Fairbanks, Alaska.)

Allowance of so-called subsistence activities (primarily hunc-
ing and trapping) inside the park by local rural residents is one way
that the park differs from non-Alaskan units of the national system, and
it deserves further scrutiny. Should, for example, the desire of a hand-
ful of people to live off the land be allowed to compromise the wilderness
experience of thousands of visitors for years to come? But the primary
concern of this research is air access. The fact is that Gates of the Arctic
National Park is far more accessible than any national park backcountry



or designated Wilderness in the Lower 48. It is easier for a visitor

who chooses to fly to reach and return from the very heart of this
8,000,000-acre reserve than to enter parts of Gateway National Recrea-
tion Area within sight of New York's skyscrapers. Landings are banned

in park backcountry and Wildernesses in the Lower 48, but they are legal,
by the terms of Section 1110 of ANILCA anywhere in Gates of the Arctic

and all other national parks in Alaska. Put another way, in the Lower

48 parks all backcountry is closed to mechanized access unless specifi-
cally opened; in Alaska the parks are entirely open unless specifically
closed. Moreover, there is absolutely no control over the numbers of
persons who gain access to the park by air. 1In theory, twenty planes
could put one hundred visitors on the same lake on the same day. The
only reason this has not yet occurred is the absence of a sizeable body

of visitors willing and financially able to take advantage of the air
access option. It is the premise of this report that such factors offer
insufficient guarantees that the nation's '"benchmark" wilderness will
remain such over time. In view of the world's growing appetite for
wilderness, it is unlikely that isolation and expense will constitute
permanent safeguards of something as fragile as wilderness values. After-
all, national park experiences such as floating the Colorado River through
the Grand Canyon were thought as recently as the late 1960s to be so
difficult and expensive as to preclude large amounts of visitation. In
1972 the National Park Service placed an annual limit of 16,000 on visita-
tion, and the waiting list for non-commercial boating permits is now ten
years long and 21 commercial concessionaires compete for the chance to
sell $1000 trips. If the Alaskan parks represent the chance to '"do things
right the first time" (a phrase heard frequently among supporters of ANILCA),
the lessons of the Lower 48 need further study.

At this point it should be noted, especially for persons not
acquainted with the realities of bush flying in Alaska, that specially-
equipped modern aircraft require no airports. The workhorse planes of the
Alaskan backcountry, Super Cubs, Cessena 170s and 185s, Beavers and the like,
routinely land and take off from terrain that would astonish the outsider.

In the relatively gentle, open topographic context of Gates of the Arctic
(compared for example to the interior of Wrangell-St. Elias National Park),
there are few places that would be more than five miles from a landing site.
Experienced backcountry pilots utilize the gravel bars alongside rivers,
tundra ridges, lakes and ponds and snowfields. Super Cubs with oversize
"tundra tires" are capable of rising from the ground within fifty feet after
beginning their take—off roll. Landings require a bit more space, but a
roll of two hundred feet after touchdown is more than enough for many planes.
Four hundred feet is considered a huge strip! The terrain, moreover, need not
be flat or particularly smooth. Egg-sized rocks and low brush present no
problems. Gates of the Arctic, to repeat, is not only legally but physically
open to aircraft.



Two other aviation-related problems are on the horizon for
Gates of the Arctic. One is the guarantee ANILCA provides to park in-
holders concerning access to and development of their properties. There
are approximately sixty native and ten non-native inholders in Gates.
Some of the latter are already engaged in the fly-in resort business.
If an inholder wishes to develop a greatly-expanded resort operation
along the lines of Brooks Lodge in Katami Natiomal Park, the frequency
of flights into the park is sure to increase dramatically. The low
present levels of inholder flights and of subsistence-oriented flights
(permitted local rural residents under ANILCA) should not be taken as
evidence that greatly-expanded air travel will not occur.

Another reality moving quickly into the status of a major
threat to wildermess values in Gates of the Arctic and other Alaskan
parks is ultralight aviation. The motor-powered hang glider has been
available less than a decade, but the "personal aircraft' industry appears
to be thriving and even boasts its own periodical: Glider Rider. The
May 1982 issue gives the specifications of fifty-one models. The little
planes average 200 pounds and many can be packed into the family car.
The cost averages $4,500. Ultralights have a range of up to 250 miles,
and, by definition, they are capable of being foot-launched and landed.
This means an ultralight can take off anywhere a pilot can run a few
steps. Some models come equipped with floats for operation on water.

Ultralights might be thought of as snowmachines of the sky.
They could make possible plane camping along the lines of car camping or
river raft camping. Squadrons of brightly-colored aircraft could tour
the park without restriction, bouncing from lake to lake or camping on
a ridgetop. The Dalton Highway could be a major launching corridor.

At present there is no recognition of ultralights in the re-
gulations that govern Gates of the Arctic National Park. The Wildermess
Act bars their operation in designated Wilderness in the Lower 48, buc,
to repeat, ANILCA specifically excludes the Alaskan parks from the mandates
of this legislation as far as access is concerned. To make matters worse,
ultralight aircraft are not recognized by the Federal Aviation Administra-
tion; their pilots need no license. This is backyard business.

The certain improvement and proliferation of ultralights poses
an enormous problem for parks, like Gates of the Arctic, where they are
presently legal. The planes have industrial as well as recreational poten-
tial. Three dealers already sell ultralights in Fairbanks, touting them
as "ideal for the bush". Like the snowmachi and the three-wheel All
Terrain Carrier, the personal aircraft is he to stay. With no precedent
for control of aircraft, the wilderness qualities of Gates of the Arctic
are vulnerable.



But what {s the real problem with aircraft in a wilderness park?
A first-level answer is that air access contributes directly to a level
of visitation some might find inappropriate for '"benchmark' wilderness as
the Gates is considered. In some opinions that level has already been
reached in "hotspots" such as the Noatak River boat-launching lakes, the
Arregetch area, and the upper North Fork of the Koyukuk. Then there 1is
the intangible but important issue of ease of access. Wilderness enth-
siasts frequently take pride in and derive enjoyment from paying the
physical price for experiencing backcountry. It can be argued that air-
craft makes it too easy to reach the inner sanctums; that getting there
is part of the fun. From another perspective, air travel is like watching
a performance on television; there is no relationship to what is seen.
Robert Belous of the National Park Service's Anchorage office points out
that during the Vietnam War pilots involved in napalming villages had a
very different attitude toward burned bodies than ground troops. For
Ray Bane, park service anthropologist, the difference between flying over
country and backpacking is comparable to looking at a picture of a woman
and making love to her.

Even visitors who use aircraft to enter the park recognize their owm
hypocrisy. They understand that technology, and the money to buy it, have
replaced qualities traditionally associated with wildernmess use in America

such as toughness and persistence and skill in long-distance backwoods
travel.

Moreover, the presence of aircraft completely dispells the sense
of discovery and exploration that visitors since Robert Marshall have
associated with Gates of the Arctic. Even if it is a myth, the idea of
unknown country is a vital component of the mystique of the Brooks Range.
It is arguable that Congress had it in mind in creating a park there.
Certainly the reiterated phrase '"last frontier" has the connotation of
unexplored territory. Interestingly, Marshall was aware of the impact of
aviation on what he thought of as the need to prolong the '"possibility of
exploration". "I do not believe," he wrote in 1935, "that one man can
get any more pleasure looking over 10,000 square miles by airplane than he
could by exploring 500 square miles on foot." But Marshall understood
that by doing the overflight the one man "would be robbing nineteen people
of the inestimable thrill of first exploration." He went on to state his
belief that "one of the great values of exploration is in pitting oneself
without the aid of machinery against unknown Nature." Marshall added that
he did not expect everyone to share his viewpoint and that he felt no
"bitterness and animosity" toward those who disagreed. (Alaska Wilderness,
PP. Xxxxii-xxxiii.) It must be recalled, however, that Marshall saw no air-
planes during his hundreds of days in the Brooks Range. He might well be

bitter at even today's amount of air access and greatly apprehensive about
the future.




Flying aircraft obviously make no physical impact on the land. Sound
is of course present and at low levels of flight can disturb wildlife and
visitors. Float planes leave no trace of their landing, and the gravel bars
wheeled-aircraft favor are periodically cleaned by high water. Repeated
landing on tundra, or the improvement of gravel bar strips, can scar the
land, but in proportion to the impact of a highway the impact is minor.
What 1is not minor is the psychological impact. The airplane is a product,
indeed a symbol, of a highly sophisticated technological civilization, and
this is precisely what some visitors go to the wildernmess to escape. It
is true from another perspective that the bush plane is a traditional pio-
neering tool as appropriate to 20th-century Alaska as the horse was to 19th-
century Colorado. ANILCA apparantly accepted this logic. But this can not
override the feelings of visitors for whom aviation symbolizes an order
antipodal to that which they often travel so far to try to find in northern
Alaska.

The Experience of Robert Woutat: A Case Study

As a short example of these issues consider the experience of Robert
Woutat and six companions from Minnesota who visited Gates of the Arctic
(then a national monument) in the summer of 1979. Woutat wrote a lengthy
and as yet unpublished account of his trip: "Koyukuk: A Story of Arctic
Alaska" (manuscript in the possession of Jerry Stansel, Bettles, Alaska,
1980). Woutat's group travelled on foot from Anaktuvuk over Ernie Pass
and down the North Fork of the Koyukuk. At the foot of Boreal Mountain
(one of the gateposts of Gates of the Arctic) the backpackers stumbled
upon the temporary camp of Jerry Stansel, a Bettles and Fairbanks-based
guide. Stansel provisioned his camp with a Super Cub, and when Woutat's
group saw him land on a gravel bar it was "with the sickening realization
that our entire route so far had been a potential landing strip." Although
the group came to like Jerry Stansel as a person and ended up renting his
rafts for the float to Bettles (they had anticipated returning on foot to
Anaktukuk Pass), they did so knowing the feeling they had relished of being
in little~known, wild country was "dissolved completely". The Super Cub
on the gravel bar propelled them "out of the Palezoic and out of the Arctic
wilderness of Bob Marshall, forward again into the age of mechanization, the
age of efficiency and convenience, the age of excess." And so it was that
they realized that "the wilderness we had looked forward to for years, the
wilderness we had come more than 2,300 miles to find, the wildermess we
thought we could find in the Brooks Range and nowhere else on this continent,
simply did not exist." There was the further depressing realization that
“"there is no spot left on this planet that man cannot reach with the great-
est ease." In this respect, of course, Woutat was incorrect. There are
such spots, the park backcountry and designated Wilderness in the Lower 48,
where mechanical access is prohibited. In Alaska, however, management is

prevented by the organic legislation from managing for the very values visitors
like Robert Woutat seek.
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Woutat's experience 18 an admission of the failure for him of Gates
of the Arctic as a national monument and park. It suggests that the ideals
that many Americans and their elected representatives held with respect to
northern Alaska were hollow at the core. There was enormous naivete or
enormous deception involved. The "ultimate' wilderness park turned out quite
differently thanmillions of people expected. Marshall's concerns had been
substantiated. Airplanes were "robbing" park visitors of the thrill of
wilderness exploration.

Options for Management: Principles

Chiefly as an ideal, a definition of one end of the specturm of manage-
ment options, it is interesting to contemplate total exclusion of aircrafc
from Gates of the Arctic National Park. Had the park been established at
the time of the designation of the old Mt. McKinley National Pdark in 1917
and before an airplane had crossed the Arctic Circle, this might have been
possible. In this case the Gates could have been managed in the manner of
park backcountry and designated Wildernmess in the Lower 48. Perhaps the
pattern of the Boundary Waters Canoe Area in Minnesota could have been
followed. 1In 1949 an executive order signed by President Harry Truman
banned flight below 4,000 feet over this national forest 'roadless area".
(The story is well described in R. Newton Searle, Saving Quetico-Superior:
A Land Set Apart, 1977). Apart from a few small wildlife.sanctuaries, like
the California condor reserves, this remains the only non-military, re-
creational airspace closure in American history. In the opinion of wilder-
ness advocates, the 1949 order saved the Boundary Waters from being over-
whelmed by fly-in fishing resorts.

But, of course, aviation preceeded the parks in Alaska by a half cen-
tury and, in 1980, received the blessing of ANILCA. It seems politically
unproductive at this point to press for a closure in Gates of the Arctic
comparable to that which exists over the Boundary Waters. What does seem
feasible under existing legislation is not the elimination but the control
of air access in Gates of the Arctic. It appears that ANILCA and sub-
sequent statements in the Code of Federal Regulations authorize such control.
ANILCA begins (Sec. 101) with the principle that the protection of "wildermess
resource values" 1is one of the general purposes of all the Alaskan national
interest lands. Wildermess is thus identified at the outset as a resource.
This is important since the Code of Federal Regulations (June 17, 1981,

p. 31859) authorizes management to institute closures and restrictions only
in the interest of "resource protection.'

ANILCA goes on to specify (Sec. 201, 4a) that the purpose of Gates of
the Arctic National Park is "to maintain the wild and undeveloped character
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of the area, including opportunities for visitors to experience solitude."
This would appear to authorize the restriction of aircraft if theilr presence
threatened the opportunity of visitors to enjoy wilderness values such as
being alone. Arguably, then, tangible resource destruction is not the

only criteria that managemnt is authorized to use in planning and insti-
tuting closures. Alternately, the wildermess experience of visitors to

the park is a suitable basis for defending aircraft restriction. Every-

thing that follows depends of these principles. If they can not be sustained,
the chances of controlling aviation in Gates of the Arctic¢ are dim.

It i{s instructive in this regard to pause for a moment and review the
history of policy with respect to Wonder Lake, a scenic highlight of Denali
National Park. Under the regulations pertaining to the old Mt. McKinley
National Park, float plane landings on Wonder Lake were prohibited. ANILCA,
however, opened not only the new Alaskan parks but all the old ones to air
access. But, using their authority to close certain areas in the interest
of preserving a park value, national park personnel have placed Wonder Lake
off limits to float planes. The regional director of national parks in
Alaska, John Cook, contends that the scenic values of the famous lake take
precedence over the general mandate for air access, and, thus far, pilots
have not tested the restriction. Granted wilderness ismot involved in the
case of Wonder Lake (a road leads directly to it), but the precedent of
using an experiential quality like scenic beauty as grounds for regulating
air access has enormous importance for protecting the wilderness experience
in Gates of the Arctic.

Returning to an analysis of ANILCA, Congress has directed the National
Park service (Sec. 201) "to provide continued opportunities, including
reasonable access, for mountain climbing, mountaineering, and other wilder-
ness recreational activities." The key word here is 'reasonable". The
following recommendations will advance the thesis that widely-separated
zones of air access do constitute such reasonable recreational access. Again,
this has to be a matter of judgement, but it appears that ANILCA gives the
National Park Service the chance to make that judgement on behalf of wilder-
ness values.

The specific procedure for closing parts of the park to certain kinds
of use is outlined in the Code of Federal Regulations for June 17, 198l. The
superintendent of a park like Gates of the Arctic has the power to institute
emergency, temporary or permanent closures provided he hold public hearings.
Grounds for the closures are stated to be "resource protection' (arguably,
including wildernmess resources) and "other management considerations necessary
to ensure that the activity or area is being managed in a manner compatible
with the purposes for which the park area was established" (p. 31859). 1In
the case of Gates of the Arctic this purpose, as stated, is specifically
maintainence of '"the wild and undeveloped character” of the park and "solitude".
The duty of management in the event of compromise of these goals by air
access seems clear.







