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This report will be quite short – focusing on one idea. 

I would like to begin with two lines from The Tao Te Ching:  

 

The person who speaks does not know. 

The person who knows does not speak. 

 

With that warning – Let’s look at the guiding principle of Monhegan Associates: that 

the island’s wild-lands should be preserved in their natural state. An enormously 

powerful idea. One that captured Ted Edison’s imagination. And the imagination of 

Monhegan Associates’ founders. And of people down to the present. 

 

But that idea – as attractive and powerful as it is – is just an idea until people put it 

in practice.  So instead of focusing on how Monhegan Associates has put that idea in 

practice, I’d like to look at what sometimes prevents us from doing that. 

 

I think a place to start is looking at some of the choices Ted Edison made. He began 

buying land at the south end of Monhegan in the 1930’s. By 1950, he owned land 

between the Underhill Trail and Lobster Cove – and much of the land between Burnt 

Head and Gull Cove – an area that had been divided and sold as house lots and that 

he repurchased one by one.  

 

He wanted to preserve that portion of the island – and maybe more – but how?  

Should be give his land to the national government or the state government as a 

park? Should he give it to an environmental group like the Nature Conservancy?  No 

suspense – you know he helped form one of the first local land trusts. This one. But I 

think it is important to know that he did it with his eyes open. And until the 1980’s – 

thirty years after the founding of Monhegan Associates – he retained his original 



land purchases between the Underhill Trail and Lobster Cove.  Until the 1980’s he 

considered giving that land to the Nature Conservancy. In the end he gave it to us. 

But why wait? What was the problem?  

 

I believe that he saw that there is a problem inherent in any organization.  

Organizations, as a rule, are not comfortable with just preserving things. 

Organizations tend to be active. They tend to do things. They want to accomplish 

things.  You can see this if you play a mental game.  Pretend that at tonight’s meeting 

Glen opened his remarks by saying, “Thank you very much for coming. Monhegan 

Associates continues to preserve the island’s wild-lands. Do I have a motion to 

adjourn?” What? That’s it?  

 

Well, yes, largely that is it.  But we are an organization. And our goal is to preserve 

the wild-lands.  So the difficulty becomes not loosing sight of that goal, not 

subordinating it, to all of the other things Monhegan Associates’ can do,  could do.   

 

Taking a quick run through our history, what success have we had with that? Quite a 

bit, really.  But there are at least two times when we did less well.  I think we might 

learn something from those times that could help us in the present and future.   

 

One of the times I think we ‘lost sight of the forest for the trees’ was when the 

Associates acquired the Lighthouse and started the Museum.  Again – you can see 

this with a mental game.  Imagine  that everything  the Museum does – its 

exhibitions - its staffing - its maintenance - and its funding had to be discussed and 

decided upon at the annual Associates’ trustees meeting.  Well that’s how it was for a 

number of years.  The trustees’ meetings were primarily about the Museum – until 

the Museum left the Associates and became its own organization. 

 

Another time I believe we lost track of our founding principle was in the 90’s in the 

debates over how much responsibility the Associates had for preventing a possible 

fire from spreading from the wild-lands to the village.  Did we need to cut a 



firebreak a hundred yards wide around the entire village? Did we need to cut down 

every dead tree in the woods and dispose of it? Truly some of those debates lost 

sight of the forest for the trees! 

 

What I think we can learn – indeed should learn - from those examples is to look as 

clear-sightedly as possible at everything this organization does.  Are the things we 

spend time discussing, the things we spend money on – the things we do - are they 

advancing the principle of preserving the wild-lands in their natural state? Or do 

they obscure – or get in the way of – that goal? Yesterday was a celebration of Ted 

Edison’s vision.  But the best – the truest celebration of his vision can take place 

right here in this room – by speaking up for protecting the wild-lands in their 

natural state. 

 

Thank you! 

 

Richard Farrell   


