New book sees Buzz Caverly as the force that kept Baxter State Park wild

Buzz Caverly worked at Baxter State Park for 45 years, most of the time as a supervisor and for the last 22 years as the park’s director. During those long years a couple of dozen different Baxter State Park Authorities ranked his abilities as excellent, mostly scoring him in the high nineties in a one to one hundred ranking. 

Then, three years ago, the last Baxter State Park Authority trustees he worked under forced his retirement.

Phyllis Austin, a veteran Maine reporter, who probably has attended more Baxter State Park Authority meetings than anyone outside the park staff, tells the story of Buzz’s rise and “fall” in this fascinating new book.

“Buzz rose from humble beginnings and limited education to succeed through tireless work, grit, spirit and courage,” Austin writes. He had grown up in Cornville, the son of farmers, picking beans for a Baxter family cannery in Hartland.

The path to being a wilderness icon was not always easy. This writer, and a variety of environmental groups, had opposed his rise to park director. We worried that a man who grew up on a farm north of Waterville, whose formal education stopped with a high school diploma and a few weeks training as a game warden, had neither the background nor the talents to run a wilderness park. We were proved wrong, as Austin eloquently makes clear. 

Percival Baxter spent a lifetime creating what he dreamed would be a “forever wild” park. He had no doubts about Buzz Caverly. Austin reports that Baxter wrote to Caverly a few months before his death, “we are partners in this project.” Caverly, she reports, viewed Baxter’s wishes as a “legal and sacred trust.”

It was his insistence in carrying out Baxter’s wishes that lead to his eventual firing. Ironically his disfavor partially involved one of his greatest successes – the expansion of the park southerly to the West 
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Branch of the Penobscot river. There was no serious objection to the expansion. The battle involved how the new lands should be managed. Caverly insisted it should be a wildlife sanctuary. Millinocket’s Fin and Feather Club, and the Sportsman’s Alliance of Maine (SAM) wanted hunting and trapping to be allowed. Caverly argued that Baxter had allowed such activities only when the Legislature threatened not to accept the land he had purchased for the park if he didn’t relent.

Caverly lost that argument. The Baxter trustees voted to allow hunting. But Caverly gained a partial victory months later when he convinced the trustees that the bridge across a stream, a bridge that was essential to continuing ATV access, was unsafe and needed to be removed. The bridge was removed. And a political fire storm arose. Millinocket sportsmen were outraged.  Other long term grievances also emerged, drawing the ire of hunting interests. A new Inland Fisheries and Wildlife Commissioner, Dan Martin, was appointed by Governor John Baldacci. Austin makes it clear that Martin came into office determined to represent his fish and game constituents, not necessarily Governor Baxter’s wishes.

Unlike other state parks, Baxter insisted that his park be managed outside the state park system. He wanted park decisions to be made by the Attorney General, the Commissioner of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife and the Director of the Bureau of Forestry. In the 1940s when Baxter made his decision, the Maine Department of Parks and Recreation was in fact a hotbed of political intrigues. The governor thought his proposed trustees would be less political. But Governor Baxter was wrong. The AG is elected by the Legislature. Fish and Game and  Forestry officials are appointed by whoever is Governor. The selections tend to change with each new administration. It’s an inherently political system.

By law the trustees are in fact the policy making board. The park director, technically, carries out those policies. But realistically, commissioners with major state agencies to administer mostly paid little attention to Baxter State Park. Buzz Caverly never failed to follow directions. But he grew skilled in subverting directions that violated Governpr Baxter’s Deeds of Trust, as in the removal of the bridge that would have allowed ATVs into the park. 

Caverly had also promoted, in speeches that were reported in the Maine press, a concept he called “wilder from within,” which would have closed some park roads, including several miles of the road leading to Roaring Brook, in effect turning one of the most popular camping areas in the park into a walk-in campground, a change that neither hunters, fishermen, nor many campers welcomed, but which Governor Baxter would have praised. 

Buzz also managed to create opposition from the Maine Historic Preservation Commission. He fought and sometimes was successful in his efforts to remove cabins the commission thought deserved preservation. Caverly argued that Baxter envisioned restoring a wild landscape, not protecting ancient buildings.

But the final break with the park trustees came in 2005 when at the last minute he opposed building a road off the perimeter road to the portion designated as a scientific forest management area. Jensen Bissell, the forest manager, wanted visitors to see his carefully managed forest. Caverly argued that visitors were seeking a wilderness experience, not a forestry exhibit.

Commissioners responded by offering Caverly a chance to stay as a figurehead – without the ability to make decisions, or hire and fire park employees. Instead, Caverly retired that June.

Former park trustee and former commissioner of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife Bill Vail best summed up Caverly’s career. He said he had never met anyone like Caverly in public service, “anyone who so narrowly focused on an ideal – a trust. We probably never will see that again. No one will have that depth of history and that ability to manage things. He used his power wisely. It was never about Buzz, but always about the park.”

Caverly’s dedication continued, despite his ouster. After his retirement he attended all the Legislative hearings, and testified often, on the proposal to expand the park to include Katahdin Lake. And when the complicated deal threatened to collapse for the lack of funds, he devoted himself to raising.the needed $14 million.

Phyllis Austin has written a great book. She sheds new light on hundreds of park decisions, and the continuing battle to keep the park wild. It should be must reading for anyone concerned with the future of Governor Baxter’s dream – especially all future Baxter State Park Trustees.





--Bob Cummings
