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George Bucknam Dorr
Brief life of a persistent conservationist: 1853-1944
by steven pavlos holmes

J

uly 8 marked the centennial of the founding of the Sieur de
Monts National Monument in Maine, which within a few years
became the new National Park Service’s first Eastern property.
The creation of what is known today as Acadia National Park was
spearheaded by a wealthy Bostonian, George Bucknam Dorr, A.B.
1874, who also served as its first superintendent.
Dorr’s Brahmin family lived in bucolic Jamaica Plain until he was
seven, and he wrote later, “My earliest recollections are concerned
with gardens….” Of his grandfather’s home in rural Canton, he recalled: “There, in real country, with woods and a lake for neighbors, dogs and horses for companions, my brother and I grew up,
springs and falls, till college days.” His mother read him works by
the Lake Poets, and “Wordsworth, Coleridge and Southey, Carlyle
and Ruskin came to be part of me, grew into my being.” In 1868, the
family bought property on Mount Desert Island in Maine, where
Harvard president Charles William Eliot was a summer neighbor.
The lifelong impact of Dorr’s youthful stuttering is harder to
gauge. Thanks most likely to a supportive family and the insights
of an understanding doctor, Edward Warren, A.M. 1826, M.D. 1829
(himself a stutterer), the condition proved no bar to his becoming a
sociable and publicly engaged man. Warren’s assertion that a stutterer searching for a career should choose “that pursuit in which
his defect shall afford the smallest obstacle to his progress” may
have supported Dorr in forging a new kind of profession suited to
his passions and abilities—including the very qualities of persistence and tenacity required to manage his stutter.
After college, Dorr largely spent time with his parents in Europe
and in Maine. Around 30, though, he began a decades-long engagement with philosophy. An early spark may have been his chance
meeting in Boston with Josiah Royce, whom Dorr then introduced
to his friend William James. After Royce joined James in Harvard’s
philosophy department in the mid 1880s, Dorr read Spinoza with
him privately, exploring the unity of God and nature in light of new
scientific theories such as evolution. Spinoza’s belief in the existence of enduring order and meaning within the constantly changing material world may have colored Dorr’s growing appreciation
of the weather-beaten granite rocks and ceaseless waves of Mount
Desert Island, shaping (together with the Transcendental influences
of his youth) his later outlook on conservation as “not a question
of breathing-spaces and physical well-being only; it goes far beyond
that and is deeply concerned with the inner life of men.”
Dorr’s philosophy connections also led him to serve on (and
sometimes chair) the department’s visiting committee for two
decades. He led fundraising for a new building, Emerson Hall, to
house the department and helped Harvard acquire properties be-

tween the Yard and the Charles River. These tasks honed skills of
planning, negotiation, and administration on which he drew when
he turned to conserving open space on Mount Desert Island.
In the 1890s, living at his family’s home on the island, Dorr developed a real interest and expertise in landscape gardening, founding
the Mt. Desert Nurseries, working on other landscaping and conservation projects there (sometimes alongside future landscape architect Beatrix Farrand), and, further afield, advising friends such
as the novelist Edith Wharton on her estate in the Berkshires.
In 1891, President Eliot’s son Charles, a landscape architect, and
others founded The Trustees of Reservations in Massachusetts
“for the purpose of acquiring, holding, arranging, maintaining and
opening to the public, under suitable regulations, beautiful and
historical places and tracts of land” within the Commonwealth.
By the early 1900s, increasing threats to the scenery of Mount
Desert Island led to that model of private ownership of conservation land being transferred to Maine: the Hancock County Trustees of Public Reservations was created, with Charles William
Eliot as president and Dorr as vice president and executive officer. After initial land acquisitions and conservation measures, it
became clear that negotiating the varied interests involved would
require not a private organization but rather public ownership
and management, achieved with the transfer of the assembled
properties to federal authority as a national monument in 1916.
During his long tenure as superintendent, Dorr committed all
his personal, social, and financial resources to the site’s development—solidifying its status through designation as Lafayette
National Park in 1919 (renamed Acadia in 1929), expanding its
holdings through negotiation with local landowners, and working with John D. Rockefeller and others to create the park’s famous system of carriage roads. In contrast to the first Western
parks—claimed as “wilderness” and expropriated wholesale—the
gradual development of Acadia respected the legal and cultural
precedents of its Eastern (and white) constituency. Yet in shaping a national park in “a peopled region where human associations
replace in a measure the appeal of far-reaching wildness made in
other parks,” Dorr’s vision of Acadia still offered “one great element of wildness”—“contact with the ocean and the sight from
mountainous heights of its great plain of waters stretching boundlessly away till hidden by the curvature of the earth.”
Steven Pavlos Holmes, M.T.S.’87, Ph.D. ’96, is Scholar-in-Residence at the Boston Nature Center in Mattapan, Massachusetts. He is indebted to Ronald Epp
for his groundbreaking Creating Acadia National Park: The Biography
of George Bucknam Dorr (Friends of Acadia, 2016).

Opposite (clockwise from top): Eagle Lake and North Bubble Mountain, from the lake’s north end; George B. Dorr on the Beachcroft Path on Huguenot Head; Mount Desert Island,
from Baker Island; and Dorr at Jordan Pond, with the Path Committee in 1923 (at far right), and with Harvard president Charles William Eliot (at left)
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