
Each scene starts at the top of a new page. 
Sarah Merkling will be blue. Elizabeth Rumreich will be magenta. Jenna Olawsky will be red. All 
black is direction. (Or just facts or suggestions.)  
After placing the 3 main props, girls wait for signal from judges. Then they move to center stage, 
introduce themselves and say in unison: 

 
 “Canoes and Controversy: Paddling Through the 
Environmental Movement in Minnesota” 
 
 Scene 1--BWCA--2013 Canoe trip 
2 actors canoeing across lake, taking in surroundings. Elizabeth & Sarah wearing large, 
lightweight windbreakers to cover their next costume, so they look like someone canoeing. 
Jenna is wearing neutral shirt and pants with newspaper reporter hat and holding steno 
pad/pencil. Canoe is actually ½ canoe made from cardboard with 2 paddles tie-wrapped on the 
front in appropriate positions. Girls ‘canoe’ by carrying the paddles, therefore the canoe, as they 
walk.  
 
Wow, look at that mother loon floating in the water with her babies on her back! 
Look at those moose!  They’re so tall! 
Did you know that the Boundary Waters includes over one thousand lakes in a one million acre 
area along the U.S. Canadian border? It is the largest wilderness in the country east of the 
Rockies and north of the Everglades and is the only large lakeland wilderness in the USA.  
And did you know that we could spend months on end without ever crossing our own path 
because there are over twelve hundred miles of canoe routes. It is one of the oldest wilderness 
areas in the country and today is the most heavily visited wilderness in the nation.  
I remember when we almost lost this unspoiled beauty. 
I can’t believe that wilderness act actually started more arguments than it stopped. 
 
(They canoe out of the scene. Newspaper reporter turns towards the audience from where she 
has been standing, by the portage sign.) 
 
Many locals who lived and worked in or near the Boundary Waters Canoe Area,  
known as the BWCA, (explain using a map to judge from california)  
felt their right to use this land was threatened by the environmentalists,  
who took responsibility for protecting this valuable land,  
causing a massive argument between the two sides.  
Those locals wanted the right to use the land,  
but the environmentalists felt they had the responsibility to keep the BWCA a wilderness.  
Now let’s take a look back to 1927,  



to a fact-based, theoretical debate that laid the groundwork for the 1964 wilderness act. 
 
 

Scene 2--1927 a theoretical debate 
(While reporter is speaking, Ernie and Eddie remove windbreakers. Eddie straightens suit coat 
and tie. Ernie is wearing flannel shirt, jeans and boots. They move to opposite sides of the small 
table and take their angry positions.) 
 
My name is Ernest Oberholtzer and I have been living in and protecting the Boundary Waters 
for 30 years. Mr. Edward Backus, you are trying to build dams on Rainy Lake, which will flood 
many wilderness areas, including my home on Mallard Island, and I have the responsibility to 
protect it and the responsibility of the nation to preserve it. 
Mr. Ernest Oberholtzer, you apparently do not understand that this is a money making 
opportunity.  I  have a right to use this land for logging and industry growth, which provides many 
jobs that people would not have otherwise.  The dams I’m proposing are absolutely necessary 
to expanding these industries and helping the economy.  
You speak of rights….. What about the rights of those who love nature? What about the rights of 
the environment itself to remain unspoiled and untouched by industry? What about the rights of 
the United States citizens to have access to this pristine wilderness? 
And you spoke about responsibility, and I believe that we have a responsibility to provide  people 
around the United States with the paper that these mills will produce.  And the responsibility to 
provide the local economy with jobs. 
 
(Ernie & Eddie freeze for Jenna’s first line, then pick up protest signs and stand back to back 
holding signs down until the next scene starts. Newspaper reporter turns towards the audience 
from where she has been standing, by the portage sign) 
 
This phase of debates was ended when Congress passed and President Lyndon B. Johnson 
signed the Wilderness Act of 1964, (Protesters move now) 
creating NINE MILLION ACRES OF WILDERNESS AROUND THE UNITED STATES 
INCLUDING ONE MILLION ACRES FOR MINNESOTA’S Boundary Waters Canoe Area.  
This act still allowed SOME motor boats, logging, and other industries to continue in this area,  
giving some rights to the people who want to use the land. 
At the same time, AS THE NATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENT WAS GROWING, 
environmentalists FELT THE responsibility FOR MORE PROTECTIONS, reigniting the 
controversy. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

Scene 3--In Ely--Late 1960s-- 
(Protesters turn and walk in their own circles, carrying signs. Then reporter comes over and 
takes notes on notepad while questioning each one.) 
 
Here we are in the late 1960’s in Ely, Minnesota on the edge of the BWCA. 
Mr.Business why are you here today? (Pretends to write down what Mr. Business is saying.) 
(slowly and confident ) I’m here on behalf of the businessmen in northern Minnesota to say that 
if those, tree huggers convince Congress to eliminate all industries in the BWCA, many people 
will lose their rights to use the land, plus the financial impact of lost jobs. 
Just how big of a financial impact are you talking about? 
The Logging Industry is responsible for 28 million dollars of the local economy.  This creates a 
major loss, according to M.R. Allen of  the Timber Producers Association. 
That’s a significant piece of this area’s local economy!  Can you explain how the resorts will be 
impacted? 
With the right to use the wilderness area shifting from private to public, we predict 32 resorts will 
close.  This will mean the loss of 900 room rentals, 400 seasonal jobs, 1.5 million dollars in 
equipment sales and rentals as well as many thousands of dollars in taxes. Resort owners have 
been responsible for saving lives and are often the first responders to forest fires. We believe 
that the wilderness belongs to everyone and everyone should have access. 
(go back to walking) 
Thank you!(face audience) Now, to the other side. 
Mr. Environmentalist, why are you protesting the 1964 act? (Pretends to write down what Mr. 
Environmentalist is saying.) 
Because it allows too many industries to continue infringing on the rights that were supposed 
to be protected. We agree with Sigurd Olson’s position, “We’ve fought off timber barons, 
road-builders, and pilots. I’ve always felt it’s terribly important to save the wilderness character 
of this area.”  
We have the responsibility to fight for a complete ban on logging in this area. J.W. Penfield of 
the Izaac Walton League summed it up like this, “The timber industry is powerful, determined, 
persuasive--AND WRONG. Their arguments are based on immediate, short-term commercial 
benefits, rather than on long-term value to the entire public…” 
 
I had no idea that the 1964 Act allowed so many industries to continue. What other kinds of 
impact are these industries having on the boundary waters? 
The 1964 Act did little to restrict or slow the use of motors which cause much noise and water 
pollution with their oil slicks and leaky fuel tanks. The resorts have no restrictions on the number 
of people they can put in the BWCA at one time and no requirements to maintain the areas their 
guests are using. Personally, I love the majestic beauty of this land! We have the responsibility 
to end industry in the BWCA. It will ruin the land. 



 
Wow! Your team is really passionate about your cause. I understand you have been getting 
some unexpected support from high places. Can you explain? 
I’d love to. President Johnson’s wife, Lady Bird Johnson went on record showing her support for 
our position. She said. “The environment is where we all meet: Where all have a mutual interest; 
it is the one thing all of us share.” We are honored. 
 
(She faces audience. Both protesters freeze, signs facing audience, with backs to each other. 
 
These protests led to a compromise agreement drafted in 1978, ( Chuck & Ron move now) 
by environmental attorney Chuck Dayton, 
who took on the responsibility to protect the land, 
and Ely City Attorney Ron Walls, 
who supported the business owners’ right to use the land however they wanted. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Scene 4--1978 Drafting the BWCAW Bill--Showing 
compromise... 
(While reporter is speaking, Chuck & Ron flip maps and cardboard tray holding coffee cups 
(taped to tray) standing and laying down - insinuating passage of time.. so that both look like 
they have been working all through the night and day & are very tired) 
 
We’ve got to work this out. The bill that was drafted by Minnesota’s Representative Oberstar 
and countered by Minnesota’s Representative Fraser [pause] doesn’t make sense for either 
side. It is causing the protests to escalate. [pause] I believe that even though you and I are on 
opposite sides, we are both rational and logical. The way I see it, we both feel that we have the 
responsibility to protect the rights of the people in [pause]  & around (move hand in a circle 
around the map) the boundary waters area and the BWCA itself. We both want the law 
changed to benefit both sides, and with a little compromising, I believe we can do it….. Let’s 
start with motors in the boundary waters. 
I’m willing to give up some of the motorized access, but not all of it. People don’t just want to go 
canoeing. There are crowds of people coming to rent motors. If there is an emergency, the 
people may not be able to get out of there quickly, and many older generations will not be able 
to take younger generations out on the lakes they have fished on for so long.  
My team doesn’t want any motors in the Boundary Waters. But in the spirit of compromise, and 
because you really do have some valid points, I will agree to allowing motors in a ..quarter ..of 
the lakes but only those lakes around the edge. 
Okay.  But taking away motors on that many lakes will hurt the businesses.  So, for many of the 
same points as motorized access, we must allow some snowmobile access in the area for other 
businesses to sprout up.  How about permanent snowmobile access on the two trails that go 
into Canada because, On the Canadian side of the border, you can use motors and 
snowmobiles, but on the American side they are restricted. There needs to be a compromise.  
I can agree with that, because again, your points are logical. As my friend Sigurd Olson says, 
“This is the most beautiful lake country on the continent. We can afford to cherish and 
protect it.” 
 
Freeze until after Jenna’s first line, then move back to canoe and put windbreakers on again. 
Newspaper reporter turns towards the audience from where she has been standing, by the 
portage sign. 
 
When Dayton and Walls were finished, according to Senator Wendell Anderson, "Nobody 
seems to like it, so it must be a pretty good compromise”. This compromise, which gave rights 
and responsibility to the environmentalists and to the businessmen, made up most of the 
Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness Act of 1978. It was PASSED BY CONGRESS AND 
signed into law by President Jimmy Carter on October 21, of that year. 



 
 

Scene 5--BWCA Today 
(Canoers canoe in.) 
You know, when the 1978 law made this a Wilderness Area, the protests died down. But the 
arguments between businesses and environmentalists continue to define this area. 
It was good that political and community leaders from all sides worked together to find a 
solution.  Unfortunately, every solution brings with it more problems.  
The 1978 BWCAW law served as a model nation-wide for how a national campaign to protect a 
wilderness area can overcome the opposition of the local Congressman.  In that way, the 1978 
BWCAW story has given hope to wilderness activists around the country who would like to 
protect a wilderness area even though their local Congressman doesn’t support that effort. 
Nationalizing the issue can overcome that local political opposition. 
The 1978 BWCAW Act also is about the only time that wilderness protections have been 
strengthened for a wilderness area. Many wilderness supporters around the country would like 
to increase  wilderness protections for their wilderness areas using the BWCAW as their model. 
So far it hasn't happened, due in large part to the huge political fight that that can cause, as you 
now know. 

The decisions and management of the BWCAW have tended to set examples and precedents for 
other wildernesses across the country.  The BWCAW has a maximum group size limit of 9 
people, for example, and bans cans and bottles to reduce littering.  These management 
techniques were pioneered in the BWCAW, and other wildernesses areas have strived for similar 
standards. 
You know, the BWCAW has provided a boom for businesses in the area and brings over a 
million visitor days a year. That in itself poses its own challenges. Local outfitters want to 
accommodate more people but are also in favor of preserving the wilderness. Many locals are 
now strong environmentalists who want people to appreciate the area and enjoy it so that those 
visitors help fight for it. But how do you get people here without them “loving it to death.” 
I suspect there will always be a need for continued discussion between the rights of the 
wilderness for the benefit of all, and the rights of locals for economic opportunities.  
Throughout  all the controversy over the BWCAW, the national government has the ultimate 
responsibility for preservation of this national wilderness. 
(both girls put heads down and freeze) 
 
That is why many locals who had lived and worked in or near the Boundary Waters Canoe Area, 
felt their right to use this land was, 
and still is,  
threatened by the environmentalists 
who took responsibility for protecting this valuable land, 
which caused a massive argument between the two sides. 
Those locals wanted the right to use the land, 
but the environmentalists felt they had the responsibility to keep the BWCAW a wilderness. 



 
Bow head then all three heads up & say ‘Thank You” in unison. 


