Incredible Acadia 
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Eyes Right

Acadia National Park, ME  -  Our national parks never cease to amaze.  When in Colorado recently, the grandeur of Rocky Mountain National Park filled the senses with awe.  How could nature present such a superb visual palette in every direction?  A few months later I had the good fortune to hike on the snow-covered paths of the Bright Angel Trail on the south rim of the Grand Canyon during mid-winter.  As the sun passed in and out of the sporadic cloud cover above, an ever-changing hue of colors were painted on the canyon walls.  It was as if a moving picture show of spectacular post card views were being shown for all to see.  But here on Mount Desert Island on Maine’s northern coast lies an equally impressive, but very different, member of our national park heritage:  Acadia National Park.
Acadia is something of an “outlier” in terms of national parks.  Unlike most other parks, it consists of a series of preserved areas interspersed with private lands, cities, and commercial businesses.  As you enter Mount Desert Island from the north on Route 3, you pass into a very short section of land controlled by the U.S. Park Service, but immediately leave into private property.  You do not re-enter the National Park until several miles later, if at all, as most of the roads on the island lead to long-established cities, such as Bar Harbor, Northeast Harbor, or Bass Harbor.  Another tiny island off the coast, Baker Island, is part of Acadia, but most of the others are privately owned.
The park had its origins in private donations.  After Wabanaki Indians lived on the island, various groups of Europeans, primarily French and English, took turns fighting over the island making life unsafe for anyone.  Eventually, the British won control and from the late 1700’s on, fishermen, shippers, and farmers settled the island.  Following the Civil War, tourists began to arrive during the summers providing considerable income for the locals.  Eventually, the richer tourists began to buy up land to build summer “cottages” (mansions) and to establish an extremely wealthy enclave.  Some of these new residents appreciated the natural beauty of the island so much that they purchased, then donated to the Federal Government, 5000 acres of the most beautiful sections of the island.  Others followed suit, so much so that by 1916, President Woodrow Wilson proclaimed the area Sieur de Monts National Monument.  [In 1929, the name was changed to Acadia National Park].
Beginning in 1913, John D. Rockefeller, the son of the oil baron, started construction of 45 miles of “carriage roads” through some of the more spectacular natural areas of the island.  These 16 feet wide roads were made primarily by manual labor and were engineered to cope with the extremely wet conditions near the ocean.  Over the next 25 years, he poured considerable resources into this project so that now the roads, originally designed for horse carriages, provide spectacular and extremely pleasant bicycle and walking paths throughout the park, often with incredible vistas.  Rockefeller hired expert stone cutters to work local granite for 17 stone-faced bridges with other larger blocks of granite to line the roads on hillsides and to act as guardrails.  To spend a morning or afternoon on the carriage roads is a unique and unforgettable experience.
The rocky shorelines of Acadia are worth at least a day in themselves.  Tidal pools along the shore trap the receding waters of the Atlantic twice daily yielding pockets of plants and sea life, such as starfish.  Just inland there are several fresh water lakes, all running north-south with steep granite sides worth climbing for the spectacular views.  Cadillac Mountain (named for a Frenchman named Laumet who gave himself the curious title, Sieur de la Mothe Cadillac, with the intention of establishing a feudal estate here, but later moved to the Midwest and founded Detroit – the same fellow whom the cars are named after) rises to 1530 feet a few miles south of Bar Harbor.  It is worth the climb.
The park facilities are great.  We had an exceptional dinner in Jordan Pond House, which was founded as teahouse in the early 1870’s.  With its birch bark dining rooms, massive fieldstone fireplaces, and stunning views of Jordan Pond, the food is almost an afterthought.  The featured items are locally prepared popovers, which have to be one of life’s most guilty pleasures.  The prices are very reasonable.  For example, a bowl of seafood chowder accompanied by endless popovers is only $13.25.  And please save room for the dessert, such as Maine Blueberry Crisp á la mode.  
Bottom line:  Acadia, as it is today, would not exist if our society did not allow for filthy rich patrons who have the resources to donate and create some of our most precious real estate to future generations.   It would do us good to consider this fact when drafting punitive tax laws against the wealthy.
I thought you might like to know.
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