Researchers Study Newest National Park

By M. Lee and E. Starkey

OnOct. 27. 1986 President Reagan signed into exis-
tence the nation’s newest national park. Great Basin
NP was the first national park established in 15 years,
the country's 43th, and Nevada's first. Great Basin NP
was established as representative of the biological and
physical ecosystems characteristic of the Great Basin
of the Western United States. The park possesses
outstanding and significant geological and scenic
values of what may be the least known and most
isolated geographic province in the West.

The story goes that during the spring of 1885 a
Nevada rancher named Absolom Lehman made an
incredibie find while chasing cattle in the foothills of
Wheeler Peak in Nevada’s Snake Range. Coming
upon a deep, dark hole in the ground. Lehman left his
caftle and returned with a lantern and a rope to explore
the cavern. He found magnificent chambers of stalac-
tite and stalagmite forests. formed by calcite-laden
drops of water seeping through the ceiling, that grow
about an inch every 100 years.

Delicate stone draperies, shields, bacon strips, and
gravity-defying helictites adorned the damp chambers
that now have names like Crystal Palace. Gothic Pal-
ace. and Cypress Swamp. Reailizing the significance of
his find, Lehman promoted the cave as a local tourist
attraction, taking guided parties through the cave until
his death in 1891. The caves subsequently were used
for square dances. boy scout outings, and picnics, as
evidenced by graffifi and soot from campfires on the
walls and ceilings in some of the larger chambers. In
1922 the caves were proclaimed a National Monument
and came under management of the National Park
Service,

The remainder of the Snake Range. inciuding
13,065-foot Wheeler Peak, was managed by the U.S.
Forest Service as part of the Humboldt National For-
est. Designated a Naticnal Scenic Area in the early
1960s. Wheeler Peak possesses several notable fea-
tures. Near the summit of Wheeler Peak is a small
glacier. the southernmost permanent rock glacier inthe
U.S. Scattered throughout the upper elevations are
groves of bristlecone pines. the oldest living things on
earth.

After years of cpposition from local ranchers and
miners who feft their liveihoods might be jeopardized
by the park’s existence, the 77,092-acre Great Basin
NP was established to include 640-acre Lehman
Caves National Monument and 76,452 acres of the
Humboldt National Forest, including the Wheeler Peak
Scenic area. The park is located in east-central
Nevada (Fig. 1). Much of the region is sparsely popu-
lated with the nearest urban centers. Las Vegas.
Nevada and Salt Lake City, Utah more than four hours
away by road. The major east-west route to the Park.
U.S. Hwy. 50, is aptly named the loneliest road in
America.

The final Great Basin billincluded a compromise that
allows cattle grazing to continue within the park's
borders. Although a number of units of the National
Park System allow grazing by domestic livestock. in
general such use is permitted cnly to accomplish spe-
cific resource management objectives, or it is being
phased out. Great Basin NP is unique in that the ena-
biing legisiation requires that domestic livestock
grazing be continued and at approximately the same
level as allowed prior to the establishment of the park.

A key challenge will be to provide simultaneously for
livestock grazing and enjoyment by visitors, while pro-

tecting the natural environment. The task has been
made even more difficult by historic overgrazing, fire
suppression and perhaps even climate changes,
which have had significant impacts on the vegetation
and soiis of the park. Adding to management complex-
ity. most grazing allotments also include adjacent U.S.
Forest Service lands and livestock freely move back
and forth across park boundaries during some periods
of the grazing season.

To provide a good basis for range management.
scientists fram the Department ¢f Rangeland
Resources and the NPS Cocperative Park Studies
Unit at Oregon State University (OSU) are currently
acquiring resource inventory data and assessing
range management alternatives. Innovative manage-
ment will be required. along with a high level of cooper-
ative planning with ranchers and other public agencies,
but a solid foundation of scientific information is being
established. An article describing in more detail the
range management research at Great Basin will
appear in a future issue of Park Science.

A second research program underway at Great
Basin NP is the 5-year Natural Resource Sociology
Program. Designed by scientists at Oregon State and
Utah State Universities, the program includes a num-
ber of tasks aimed at establishing baseline social and

economic data on the park, its visitors, and the sur-
rounding region.

A key project was the 1988 Greal Basin NP visitor
use study. Nearty 1200 visitors were interviewed
between May and September 1988 at 12 visitor use
locations within the park. The goal of the survey was to
generate information about park visitors that could
help in management planning. and to establish base-
line data from which to monitor impacts of the park’s
creation and subsequent changes in visitation through
time, Data were gathered that describe Great Basin
visitors, their activities within the park, and the facilities
and programs of interest to them. Results of the visitor
survey have been published as a statistical abstract
avallable from the OSU'CPSL.

Analysis of the 1988 visitor survey data has con-
finued. focusing on visitor use of alternative recreation
opportunity zones within Great Basin NP, timing of use,
regional tourism services, and a more in-depth look at
visitor expectations for park facilities and interpretive
programs. Summary reports for these projects will be
available in early 1980.

Other prejects proposed for 1990 incfude a survey of
residents in White Pine County to document traditional
work and recreation patterns within the Great Basin NP
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