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ABSTRACT 

Non-native, wild horses have thrilled visitors for decades on Assateague Island. Their 

presence on the Island has resulted in legends and fascination, yet as non-native species the 

horses have also caused immense ecological changes to the ecosystems. The horses are a prime 

example of societal constructions surrounding wilderness ideals and what it means to be “wild.” 

As someone who has been coming to the Island for over 18 years, my research uses personal 

narrative, ethnography, and survey data on Assateague visitors’ values regarding horses and 

ecology. Assateague has a rich sense of place, with a variety of different people visiting for 

recreational, aesthetic, and educational reasons. This project examines cultural conceptions 

surrounding the Island, which in the future can offer insight into how to bring conservation plans 

and tourist perspectives into closer alignment to ensure a sustainable future for Assateague Island 

and its diverse stakeholders. My research suggests that traditional conceptions of wilderness 

conflict with effective ecological conservation. There is a strong sense of personal gains, 

especially valuing the Island because of the increase in physical/mental wellbeing, environmental 

benefits, education, and a lack of interference with “wildness.” The horses of Assateague provide 

huge value to the Island, its sense of place, and to the visitors who come. Conceptualizations of 

wilderness on Assateague need to be considered when it comes to the reaction of effective 

management strategy because it is these very values and experiences that dictate how visitors 

will interact with the space. 
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction to Research and Ethnographic Experiences 

 

“For Assateague belonged to the wild things-- to the wild birds that nested on it, and the wild 

ponies whose ancestors lived on it since the days of the Spanish galleon.” (Henry 1947, p. 22) 

 

I. INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

As a four-year-old, I became obsessed with Marguerite Henry’s Misty of Chincoteague 

series, which follows two young children growing up on Chincoteague Island who are entranced 

with the ponies on Assateague and set their sights on having one of their own. My grandparents, 

ever doting and eager to nurture my interests, found out that you could camp on Assateague and 

decided to reserve a spot for a week at Assateague State Park so that I could get a chance to see 

these mystical “wild ponies” and spend a few days at the beach. The first week of every summer 

vacation thereafter became my favorite of the year. Driving over the bridge as the Island came 

into view, I would stare out of the car window in hopes of catching a glimpse of a horse or two in 

the salt marshes. We’d pull into the same camping spot year after year and I would bolt out of 

the car and run the five-hundred feet to the path up over the sand dunes and straight to the ocean, 

letting the salty ocean air wash over me and feeling the warm sand between my toes.  

As a kid from Washington, D.C. the freedom that I had to run around the Island and the 

plethora of activities that were offered were as close to paradise as I had ever tasted. The tortuous 

three-hour drive to Assateague felt almost unbearable because I was overcome with excitement 

knowing what was to come. Everything that Henry described in the “Misty” series felt so 

tangible, and the Island was the perfect setting for all my imaginary games. For seven perfect 

days a year, everything seemed possible, wild, and free. 
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I was an expert at keeping my grandparents busy, making it my mission to tire them out 

every day. They were met with constant begging to go to the Nature Center to see the snakes and 

whelk, splash in the waves, ride my bike on the trails, and walk every inch of the shoreline. 

Entertaining an only child on an Island that I viewed as my oyster couldn’t have been an easy 

task. Grandma, ever the innovator, would drive the truck beside me as I biked along the trail in 

the hope of spotting a horse or two in the shrubbery.  

Our little red Prius still makes the trip to Assateague at least once or twice a year, when 

we can’t contain the urge to stay away for any longer. The Island has been so many things for me 

over the years: a playground, a classroom, an escape. I began to wonder what it was to others. I 

decided to dedicate my thesis to an attempt to answer this question: Why were others visiting 

Assateague and what did the Island mean to them? 

Assateague Island has long been a part of my life in many different capacities, some more 

idealized than others. The central aim of my research is to identify the shared and individual 

sense of place and values that visitors have at Assateague. Exploring these themes required 

examining the symbolic quality of the horses, their ecological impact, Assateague’s greater 

ecological context, and conceptions of what it means to be “wild.” This work generated insights 

about possible conservation strategies that balance ecosystem needs with Island tourism.  

Assateague presents a clear problem: On one side is rich cultural and symbolic idealism 

and on the other is ecological degradation and tension between horses and other actors. This 

research aims to put these dynamics into conversation so that we might better understand the 

relationship between idealism and degradation on Assateague.  

The first chapter of this paper will tackle understanding this relationship by generating 

place-based narratives. These ethnographic portions serve to share my experiences, ties to the 
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Island, and provide personal insight. While this research was first intended to be strictly a value-

based survey, I realized that the overall story of visitor values on Assateague were greatly 

enriched by my strong personal history there along with a few stories from others.  

In addition to ethnographic work, a questionnaire was conducted. The second chapter of 

this paper will focus on additional value-based research aimed at discovering a sense of who is 

visiting Assateague and why. The analysis of the data generated offers valuable insights into how 

people understand and value nature on Assateague. The guiding questions for the survey were 

what are others’ sense of place, and what values do they attach to Assateague? This information 

is relevant to conservation strategies that need to balance the symbolic constructions of wildness 

with ecosystem health. Because of the impact of horses on the Island, both ecologically and 

symbolically, I also focused on the role the presence of the horses plays as a motivator for 

tourism. In addition to asking about the presence of the horses, I used the data collected to test 

out theories about the relationships between certain groups of visitors and whether they would 

come to the Island if there were fewer horses.  

The third chapter of this paper will synthesize the research and put it into a broader context 

about what wilderness means, and how wildness is defined. It will also provide 

recommendations for future research.  
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II. THE SETTING 

Map of Roads and Trails Around Assateague 

 
Figure 1: Map of Assateague Island with park boundaries (NPS Maps) 

 

Assateague Island is a thirty-seven-mile-long barrier island off the coast of Maryland and 

Virginia. It is home to marshes, beaches, shrublands and over 200 wild ponies1. A handful of 

administrative buildings, roads, bike trails, several parking lots, campground facilities, and a 

snack shop make up the entirety of human-built infrastructure.  

On the Maryland side, the Verrazano Bridge connects the mainland to the Island, and the 

road goes straight through the marsh to the State and National Seashore respectively. The marsh 

is a great place to spot your first few horses, and many people can be seen clamming underneath 

the bridge. Graceful egrets and massive blue herons are also often there. When I was little, the 

steep bike ride over the pedestrian section of the bridge always seemed nearly impossible, but it 

was worth it for a view of the 4th of July fireworks a few miles away in Ocean City.  

 
1 In this case, the animals are referred to as both ponies and horses. They are officially horses, 

but because of the unique environment, particularly the excess presence of salt, the horses have 

taken on many of the biologically defining characteristics of ponies. For the purpose of this 

research, the terms will be used interchangeably.  
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Pulling into the Maryland State Park, a long road connects different campsite loops that 

are tucked away in the towering sand dunes. Each site comes with a small fire ring, perfect for 

marshmallows and hot dogs, and an old, weathered wooden picnic table that Grandma would 

spread a floral tablecloth over as we ate dinner under the stars every night.  

Campsites were feet away from the ocean, but bike paths were a bit more inland and 

sheltered. Thickets of myrtle and bayberry provided excellent cover for the deer that roam the 

Island and I would spend hours skillfully creeping through the shrubbery to avoid poison ivy 

while picking wild blackberries to add to our pancakes. The mosquitoes and horseflies were 

much more aggressive in the areas sheltered from ocean breezes, so I was always relieved to get 

back to the beach.  

Each camping loop had its own entrance to the beach, so it was never very crowded. 

Grandma and I would try to get to the beach as early as possible (on days we didn’t go into town 

for fresh, piping hot donuts from the Fractured Prune) so that we could stake our claim on the 

best section of sand. I would try to be as still as possible to spot the nearly translucent ghost 

crabs digging their burrows in the sand, marveling at their quickness and small beady eyes. 

Down the long stretch of beach, I could see the large crowds at the day use beach, and if it was 

extremely clear you could even get a glimpse of the bustling boardwalk tourist town of Ocean 

City. If I was really lucky that day, I’d even spot horses getting relief from the heat by the 

shoreline. 
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Aerial View of Assateague 

  
Figure 2: An aerial view of the northern section of Assateague National Seashore (NPS) 

 

 

 

III. THE HORSES OF ASSATEAGUE 

 

While blackberries, deer, and crabs held my attention, it was the presence of ponies that 

truly captivated me. The presence of the ponies, who are not native to the Island, is unique to the 

area and has resulted in fascination and legends. Folklore describes a group of Spanish ships 

carrying horses crashing off the coast, resulting in the death of the crew and the presence of the 

horses on the Island (Kotlowski 2004, Seligsohn-Bennett 1990). Once the horses swam to shore, 

they ran wild on the Island, thriving. Another tale posits that pirates left horses ashore to be used 

as food sources when they came back through the area. Another, less exciting, theory is that the 

horses are descended from domestic livestock brought to the deserted island by owners trying to 

evade taxes -- later being abandoned and left to their own devices. Whatever the case, the horses 

have lived on the Island for over 350 years (Seligsohn-Bennett 1990). 

Natural, undeveloped areas with unique flora and fauna beckon people everywhere to 

visit and experience beauty and wonder against stunning backdrops. However, balancing the 
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needs of people and the health of the environment has always been complex. Assateague is no 

exception. Even as a little girl, it was clear to me that many barriers were in place to guide visitor 

behavior. Fences around the dunes attempt to keep humans and horses from destroying the vital 

dune grasses that prevent erosion. The horses, as relative newcomers to the ecosystem, are 

responsible for marsh and shrub habitat loss as a result of grazing patterns and trampling (De 

Stoppelaire et al. 2004).  

The ponies of Assateague are not just symbols of lore, but a part of a much larger 

ecosystem. Salt marsh grasses, a favorite food of the horses, river otters, geese, turtles, and 

horned grebes. Shore birds, such as the piping plover, find their nests at risk when the horses 

head to the dunes to escape the heat (Cox 2014). Ghost and fiddler crabs are unable to burrow 

due to trampling as well. The presence of these ponies, nonnative and introduced by humans, has 

posed challenges for managers and conservationists to maintain a balance on the Island.  

Three separate entities share control and management of Assateague: the National Park 

Service and Maryland State Park Service share management of the Maryland side, while the US 

Fish and Wildlife Service manages the Virginia side. As a result, the horses on Assateague are 

split into two herds that are managed differently. The herds are separated by a fence that runs 

along the state line of Maryland and Virginia. These herds have also organized themselves into 

bands of about two to twelve horses on average, each of which occupies a specific home range.  

At the Assateague Wildlife Refuge in Virginia the herd is owned by the Chincoteague 

Volunteer Fire Department and is provided with basic veterinary care and winter feeding 

(Gruenberg 2015, Britton et al. 2021). Local volunteers round up the herd once a year on “Pony 

Penning Day” and swim the horses to the mainland. A certain number of foals from the herd are 
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then auctioned off to raise money for the fire department and to keep herd numbers under control 

(Kotlowski 2004).  

At Assateague National Seashore, the National Park Service has chosen a different 

approach, limiting human interaction with the herd as much as possible because the horses are 

managed as a wildlife population (Britton et al. 2021). For the purposes of this study, focus will 

be limited to the Maryland herd managed by the National Park Service. The Seashore was 

designated as a National Parks property in the 1960s, under the mandate "to conserve the scenery 

and the natural and historic objects and wildlife therein and to provide for the enjoyment of the 

same in such manner and by such means as will leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of 

future generations" (Seligsohn-Bennett 1990).  

While tourism often dictates National Park Service designs, concerns, and focus, recent 

responsibilities have expanded to include preservation, environmental protection, and resource 

management (Miller 2001). In the case of the horses, the National Park Service has officially 

designated the horses as a "desirable feral species" (Cox 2014) due to the immense impact that 

the horses have on the Island’s sense of place. The managers have decided that the importance of 

the horses is greater than the ecological harm that the horses cause. 

Uniquely undeveloped for the area, Assateague caters to visitors seeking a variety of 

activities. And visit they do. Collectively the Island sees over 2.5 million visitors each year, who 

come to camp, fish, swim, kayak, and view the wildlife among many other activities (Prensky 

2020, Britton et al. 2021). For the last eighteen years, I have been one of them.  
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Figure 3: A young Nora, fully absorbed into Assateague relaxation life 

 

 

IV. HORSE SYMBOLISM AND WILDNESS 

 

During my childhood visits to Assateague Island I spent hours splashing through the cold 

water, pretending to be a horse. I remembered how Misty of Chincoteague described the marsh 

grass, the horses releasing “wild snorts of happiness” as they tore into the sweet grass that 

“billowed and shimmered like the sea” (Henry 18). By using the legend of the Spanish galleon to 

explain the presence of the horses on the Island, Henry paints a picture from the horses’ point of 

view. The moment the horses arrived on the Island, they were “free, free, free!” (Henry 1947, p. 

17). For hundreds of years, “The island was all their own. Not a human being anywhere. Only 

grass. And sea. And sky. And the wind.” (Henry 1947, p. 19).2  

 
2 It is important to recognize that the land now known as Assateague Island belonged to the 

Assateague Tribe. Colonization narratives erase Native American history and legacies in favor of 

a story about wild, uninhabited, open land. While Assateague was never inhabited full-time, it 

was used for hunting and fishing in the summer.  
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Pretending to be a horse, I felt that wild, independent freedom so inherent in the novel. 

It’s no wonder that horses have long represented these characteristics, especially in American 

lore. Randall Miller (2001) argues that the ponies at Assateague Island are “as much symbols of 

an environment of freedom and of the public duty to protect such freedom as are Saratoga and 

Chickamauga” (Miller 2001, p. 172). The freedom to move, choose, and pursue “happiness” that 

the horses at Assateague National Seashore are afforded presents a manifestation of ideals that 

Americans are taught to hold so dear.  

The exact definition of wild is often subject to individual interpretation. Grandpa Beebe 

in “Misty” is constantly reminding his grandchildren “[The horse] wasn’t wild to begin with, 

mind ye. They just went wild with their freedom” (Henry 1947, p. 39). For the purposes of this 

thesis, “wild,” when referring to horses, will employ Claudia Notzke’s definition that describes 

wild horses as those that are without owners, free roaming, and surviving without human support 

for many generations (Notzke 2016).  

Horses, and other wild populations of domesticated animals tend to evoke a charisma and 

connection that generates an emotional response, partly due to attachment of anthropomorphic 

and behavioral norms that they display (Lorimer 2015, Britton et al. 2021, Boyce et al. 2021). 

The horses at Assateague display observable social interactions such as play-fighting, nursing, 

and mutual care.  

The narrative of a domesticated animal regaining its wild “heritage” further fosters the 

fascination and feelings of kinship with the ponies. Notzke’s (2016) study on wild-horse tourism 

demonstrated that people who come to see wild horses in the western United States saw horses as 

part of a cultural “frontier legacy,” as horses are seen to be living “self-determined” lives. The 
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ability of the horses on Assateague to “re-wild” and thrive despite harsh barrier island conditions 

are manifestations of their wildness and determination (Britton et al. 2021).  

 

 
Figure 4: Horses escape from the humid summer and take in the ocean air 

 

This idea of wildness is reinforced by the main characters in “Misty” and informs visitor 

expectations. Henry’s description of the transition of illustrates this “rewilding” of the horses 

from the strong, Spanish horses into wild Island ponies: 

“With each season the ponies grew wiser. And with each season they became tougher and 

more hardy. Horse colts and fillies were born to them. As horse colts grew big, they 

rounded up mares of their own and started new herds that ranged wild-- wild as the wind 

and the sea that had brought them there long ago.” (Henry 1947, p. 22) 

The horses are constant symbols of independence and determination as they make the Island 

their own, echoing the classic American narrative of the history of the United States. The 

dominance of horses on the Island, as they have made it their own, impacts how visitors have 

come to see the Island. The main character of “Misty” often struggles with this dynamic: “‘Paul,’ 
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she asked in a hushed voice, “‘do you feel like we’re trespassing?’” Paul nodded. “If you look 

close,” he whispered, “you can see that the wild critters have ‘No Trespassing’ signs tacked up 

on every pine tree” (Henry 1947, p. 29). 

V. HORSE AND WILDNESS 

 

Attempts to preserve and protect spaces without human-constructed infrastructure are 

often bolstered by the presence of a charismatic megafauna that draw attention to the area and 

attract human interest. As a result, “the full power of the sacred land [can] inhere in a single 

numinous organism whose habitat then becomes the object of intense debate about appropriate 

management and use” (Cronon 1995). At Assateague, the ponies are immensely beloved and 

valued. However, they also beg the question: under what circumstances do we interact and 

intervene with “wilderness?” 

Not all the stakeholders in the Assateague ecosystem see the horses as “wild.” There are 

disagreements surrounding exactly how to categorize the horses in terms of the greater 

ecological context. Since they have lived on the Island for hundreds of years, many have come to 

see them as an integral part of the habitat (Seligsohn-Bennett 1990, Notzke 2016). The reverence 

and respect for horses in public imagination means that management decisions are met with 

heightened scrutiny and emotions. The lines between wild and domestic can be blurred, 

especially given the history of human and horse interaction. Shared spaces force a coexistence 

that reflects a human desire for intimacy while also a respect for wilderness’s ostensible 

autonomy.  

The island is multifunctional, managed as both a wilderness habitat and a beach tourism 

destination (Britton et al. 2021). The designation of the horses by the National Park Service as 

“desirable invaders” reflects this. People and horses can cross paths on trails, on the beach, at the 
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marsh, or in the campgrounds. Physical boundaries such as fences around the dunes keep both 

horses and people away from the beach grasses. Behavioral boundaries forbidding direct 

interaction with the horses are also in place to try and maintain a balance to the multiple 

functions of the Island. Constant reminders of boundaries made quite the impact on me as a little 

kid. I remember the dune fencing keeping out both people and ponies to protect the grasses that 

keep sand from eroding, and signs everywhere reminding people to keep a distance from all 

wildlife.  

VI. HORSE AND HUMAN INTERACTIONS 

As a visitor to Assateague, I could go a day or two without seeing a pony, but their 

presence was always in the back of my mind, and the boundaries were clear to me. You are 

reminded by park rangers time and time again to be mindful: no food was allowed on the beach, 

coolers had to be secured so that the horses couldn’t break into them, and you had to remain two 

bus lengths away from the animals at all times because they were wild and unpredictable. My 

grandparents and I would marvel as we saw horses scratching their backs on camping trailers, 

breaking into food supplies, and holding up traffic as they crossed roads. My grandma got a 

particular scare as a large brown stallion nuzzled her awake from a beach nap while he was 

looking for any food we may have left out.  
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Figure 5: Signs like this one are all over the Island, reminding visitors of the rules of horse interaction  

 

Light and funny stories are not always the result of interaction between horses and 

visitors. Co-existence on the Island between these two groups requires careful management and 

space sharing. Signs all over the Island remind people to maintain a safe distance from the horses 

to avoid an injury or fine, and are posted on the highways, information booths, paths to the 

beach, and inside the bathhouses. Speed bumps are in place on the roads to ensure cars don’t 

drive too fast, but unfortunately there have been car accidents resulting in the death of horses. As 

of 2021, at least 35 horses have been killed in “hit and run” incidents at Assateague, and another 

18 have been hit but have survived since 1982 (Aiken 2021).  

Humans have also been injured by the horses. In May of 2022, one horse had to be 

removed from the Island because it “became increasingly aggressive towards park visitors and 

staff when going after human food” (Tristan 2022). The horse, nicknamed Chip, had been 

involved in “about half of the incidents which resulted in injury to visitors, which included 
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biting, kicking, stomping, or shoving the humans around” (Tristan 2022) since 2017. When 

campers leave food lying out or in easy to reach places, horses have adapted to learn how to 

access the food. To the horses, humans and food are associated with each other. Hugh 

Hawthorne, Superintendent of Assateague National Seashore, warned visitors at the time that 

they needed to “take this food storage issue seriously and help us reduce the frequency of 

inappropriate interactions with the wild horses. The free-roaming nature of the Assateague 

horses is what makes them so unique and special, but there are also issues like this that need to 

be addressed” (Tristan 2022).  

 
Figure 6: Signs like these are common along Assateague roads 

 

This is not the first time that a horse has been removed from the Island, and the topic of 

how to keep the horses wild and free-roaming was again at the center of the discussion. In 2011, 

a stallion was removed from Assateague to a horse-rescue sanctuary on the mainland after it 

head-butted a woman. A Washington Post article covered the issue at the time, writing that  
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“The horses’ behaviors undermine the majesty of the animals, which inspired the novel 

‘Misty of Chincoteague.’ Tourists expect postcard images of horses galloping on beaches 

and manes aflutter on dunes, not a horse with its head stuck in a bag of Cool Ranch 

Doritos” (Jouvenal 2011). 

Boundary sharing can create tensions that threaten to disrupt the “wild” constructions of 

Assateague. Carl Zimmerman, a park ranger responsible for the birth control program at the 

National Seashore, shared his concerns in the article. He is quoted saying “A horse that is raiding 

your campsite and is getting into your cooler — is that a wild horse anymore? That’s a shame, 

because that wildness is what makes them so special” (Jouvenal 2011).   

 
Figure 7: Signs inform visitors of the rules regarding the horses 

 

While I have always been quite a rule-follower, that isn’t true for all the visitors. While 

volunteering at Assateague in 2017, I had to take up the responsibility of reprimanding visitors 

who went too far. Walking to the parking lot one night, I saw a group of people crowding around 

each other, focusing intently on something. Getting closer, the outline of a chestnut brown pony 

became clear- everyone was trying to get as close as possible to pet it. My pace quickened as I 
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rushed toward them, warning bells going off in my head. Carefully maintaining my distance 

from the pony, I called out to the visitors, feeling empowered by the “Volunteer” title written 

across my shirt, “Please, stop touching the horse! You could be seriously injured!” They turned 

to me, yet continued to pet the horse. “Who cares?” one asks me. “This is what we came for,” 

snided another. Threats and warnings that I had heard all of my life started spilling out, “These 

horses are not pets,” I reminded them. “They are wild animals, and they could hurt you at any 

second. Please stay forty feet away,” I was spared from further rebuttals by the park ranger truck 

that turned into the parking lot, dispersing the group with only its presence. The complicated 

relationship that Assateague Island, horses, and visitors share, however, is ever present.  

 

VII. HORSES IN THE GREATER ECOLOGICAL CONTEXT 

 

Beyond the horses, the Island had its own appeal - both natural and created by managers. 

Days were spent reading on the beach, constantly begging Grandma to swim or boogie board 

with me, and going to all of the events that Nature Center offered. The touch tank provided 

incomparable opportunities to marvel at whelk while cautiously avoiding the terrifying 

horseshoe crabs that inhabited the tank. From the very first trip, I carried my notebook with me 

everywhere, keeping a dutiful tally of every single horse I spotted so that I could report back to 

everyone at the end of the week. Turtle, dolphin, and deer sightings eventually made their way 

onto the tally chart as well. Nights at Tie-dye Tuesday or eating as many s’mores as I was 

allowed-- which, since my mom wasn’t around, was quite a few-- only solidified my love for the 

Island.  

The Assateague National Park also had a visitor’s center, right before the bridge leading 

across to the Island. There, the same video has been showing since I first started coming: “Back 
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to the Wild,” a roughly 20-minute documentary about the horses on Assateague. I would sit in 

the dark theater, a welcomed reprieve from the hot summer sun after a long bike-ride over the 

bridge, and insist that my ever-patient grandparents watch the movie over and over and over 

again. It was here that I first began to understand the impact the horses were having on the Island 

ecosystem.  

 
Figure 8: Managers have had trouble mitigating erosion, demonstrated  

by the signs and dune infographics 

 

As a barrier island, Assateague is particularly vulnerable to storm erosion and sea level 

rise. The Island’s nonnative feral horses are responsible for the destruction of marshes, dune 

grasses, and shrublands – accelerating erosion and habitat loss (De Stoppelaire et al. 2004). 

Marsh grass quickly consumed by horses fails to grow past ankle length, causing the exodus of 

numerous plants and animals as well. However, the horses are significant cultural symbols that 

hold immense social value and are protected by Congressional Act (Carruthers et al. 2011, De 

Stoppelaire et al. 2004), so simply removing them from the Island is not an option. The horses 
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are an important part of Assateague’s historical and cultural identity, but as a nonnative, invasive 

species, they are also causing disruption to natural processes (Carruthers et al. 2011, De 

Stoppelaire et al. 2004).  

The Nature Center video was transparent about the conflicting goals of horses and 

humans and provided insight as to how the National Park Service was managing the herd. To 

maintain ecosystem balance, the program needed to find a way to control herd population that 

required minimal human interference. Dr. Jay Kirkpatrick and his team devised a horse 

contraceptive program in which each mare is injected with a vaccine-filled dart that promotes 

infertility for a year. The innovative program has been successful in reducing herd numbers 

(Kirkpatrick and Turner 2008, Kirkpatrick 1995, Turner et al. 2007), and has been replicated in 

many parks due to its success. 

As I grew older, my focus turned from the horses to a broader fascination with the Island 

itself. I spent hours collecting and organizing shells, listening to the sound of the waves, 

watching in fascination as I witnessed a turtle laying eggs, spotting a fever of stingrays in the 

water and laughing hysterically as Grandma and I rushed to get out of the water as fast as 

possible. I fearlessly picked up the touch tank horseshoe crabs that I once stared at with such 

apprehension, showing them to younger kids and rattling off all the facts that I had memorized 

over the years. By the time I was sixteen, I was volunteering for the State Park, leading nature 

talks and monitoring visitor behavior –– bolstered by finally having an official “title” and role on 

the Island I love I was finally able to lecture visitors about the importance of staying off the 

dunes and keeping far from the horses. 
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Figure 9: Volunteering at popular Park Service event “Tie-Dye Tuesday” 

 

Due to circumstances outside our control, after fourteen years of vacations, my 

grandparents could no longer make the trip to Assateague. My mom and I tried to fill the hole in 

my heart by taking shorter day and weekend trips to the Island when we couldn’t stand the 

oppressive DC humidity. On the last day at home before leaving for college, I convinced my 

boyfriend to make the three-hour drive to Assateague in a last-ditch effort to ground myself and 

hold on to childhood before facing the fear of the unknown. Assateague had become a way to 

escape, enjoy the solitude and quiet, and return to the carefree child that I had been able to be for 

so many summers.  

 

CHAPTER 2: Quantitative Research and Questionnaire 
 

VIII. RESEARCH BACKGROUND 

 

Inspiration for this research came from a desire to know why people visit Assateague, 

and what it means to them. My experiences on Assateague, along with the experiences of so 
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many others, contribute to an overall sense of place. A sense of place can be described as the 

attachments and meanings to a setting held by either an individual or a group (Masterson et al. 

2017). Human-animal interaction, along with human-location interaction, produces place-

specific meanings and can dictate social-ecological dynamics (Britton et al. 2021). Linking social 

and ecological conditions, and gaining a sense of visitor perceptions of “nature” can prove to be 

extremely valuable for future management decisions.  

To gather information on Assateague visitor motivations and values, I camped on 

Assateague and administered a survey. Questionnaires are flexible and cost-effective, and can 

provide insight into social trends, attitudes, and values (McGuirk and O’Neill 2016). Values, for 

the purpose of this research, are defined as guiding principles that inform and shape peoples’ 

attitudes and behaviors (Rossi et al. 2015). When the word “value” is used to describe national 

parks and protected areas, economics and financial considerations are often the most discussed. 

Natural spaces provide a huge boost to tourism and the outdoor recreation industry, as well as 

revenue generated from visitors and the built-in benefits of protecting ecological services 

(Carruthers et al. 2011, Hardaway 2015).  

It is imperative to begin to look at values in a more holistic sense that incorporates 

awareness of how human behavior is driven by individual value orientations alongside shared 

values and beliefs (Nelson et al. 2019, van Riper et al. 2019). Social values are directly 

experienced by individuals and tied to intrinsic motivations for ownership, management, and 

research protection. Examining collective and individual values in protected areas can provide 

indications of support for environmental policies and management practices (Rossi et al. 2015, 

van Riper et al. 2017).  
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Social value indicators are sometimes sidelined in decision-making but studying visitor 

motivation can have a direct impact on ecological awareness. A study on tourist motivations for 

visiting the Channel Islands empirically examined and integrated social values for ecosystem 

services and environmental conditions, comparing perceived benefits of natural areas (van Riper 

2017). The study found that respondents guided by concern for non-human species were most 

likely to ascribe nature-based qualities to a protected area landscape and engage in activities that 

reflected environmentalism.  

With respect to Assateague, once visitor values towards perceived biodiversity and the 

wild horses are recorded and analyzed, these responses can help dictate how to adapt 

management practices to work within and move closer to existing value structures that encourage 

environmentally sustainable values and behaviors (Kyle et al. 2004, Nelson et al. 2019, van 

Riper 2019). The sense of place-based approaches clarify local contexts, values, and priorities. 

Plans that take local conditions into account will be much more effective, and various bodies of 

work emphasizes how emotional attachment to a place can serve as a bridge between ecosystem 

function and stakeholder engagement in behavior considered to be environmentally friendly 

(Masterson 2017, Keiper et al. 1978).  

 

IX. RESEARCH QUESTIONS REVISITED 

 

The guiding question for the survey was what are others’ sense of place, and what values 

do they attach to Assateague? Visitors were asked about travel motivations, activities on the 

Island, travel time, length of stay, and a variety of personal and environmental values questions.  

A secondary research question in the survey was how important are the horses in 

determining and motivating value and visitation? This question is referred to as the “fewer horse 
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question,” because I asked visitors whether they would still come to Assateague is there were 

fewer horses.  

I also used the data collected to test three hypotheses about the relationships between 

certain dataset groups and whether they would come to the Island if there were fewer horses.  

The hypotheses are as follows: 

- Hypothesis 1: Overnight campers are more likely to answer “Yes” or “Now Yes” to the 

fewer horses question. 

If visitors are spending extended time on Assateague, the wider variety of 

activities will make visitors less inclined to be motivated to visit the horses 

specifically. 

- Hypothesis 2: Respondents who have visited the Nature Center are more likely to answer 

“Yes” or “Now Yes” to the fewer horses question. 

Since the Nature Center provides information regarding the ecosystem disruption 

caused by horses, and has exhibits that focus on placing the horses as a small part 

of a larger island-wide context, respondents who have been exposed to this 

material will be more likely to accept the presence of fewer horses.  

- Hypothesis 3: Visitors who are coming from < 30 minutes away are more likely to 

answer “No” to the fewer horses question. 

Ocean City, Maryland is a popular tourist town only a 15-minute drive away. 

Since almost all the visitors coming from < 30 minutes away are only coming for 

the day, it is likely they will be drawn in by the horses and not the beach since 

they are already on vacation.  
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X. METHODOLOGY 

 

To get a better understanding of visitor motivations, I have incorporated ethnographic 

information with an analysis from a value survey (See Appendix). This approach capitalizes on 

the growing body of mixed methods research that understands qualitative and quantitative data 

as complementary. Mixed methods research provides opportunities to apply both materials to 

expand results to a broader, richer picture of the research question (Millington et al. 2017, Philip 

1998). Patricia Price (2010) makes compelling arguments for the use of autoethnographic 

vignettes to strengthen research. Stories are a mode of “producing and expressing knowledge 

gleaned through embodied and intersubjective experience” (584). They can express the personal, 

yet be interpreted as embodiments of broader social and political contexts.  

Autoethnographic material of my years at Assateague provides orientation and affective 

experience (Price 2010, Rose 2006). Assateague has been such a formative part of my life that 

neglecting to share my own experiences of the Island would weaken my research. First-hand 

experience, lasting for over fifteen years, provides invaluable insight into personal motivations 

for visiting the Island. It also helps explain my motivations for wanting to understand the values 

of other visitors. Neglecting to share my experiences would, essentially, be denying my own 

history that contributes to the Island narrative.  

The values survey issued was an on-site, respondent completed intercept survey of 

visitors at Assateague State Park in Maryland during two weeks in July and August 2022. As an 

exploratory study, the results were geared towards establishing a baseline of information, with 

the caveat that conclusions were based on responses from a limited window of time. Intercept 

surveys are one of the most appropriate and commonly used methods for surveying park visitors 

(Rossi et al 2015).  
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In groups of people, the person with the most recent birthday completed the survey to 

avoid group leader bias (van Riper et al. 2017). No one under the age of eighteen, however, was 

interviewed. The data was collected in a stratified schedule throughout the week to ensure 

randomness in responses (Rossi et al. 2015). It was also collected in different locations: on the 

beach, on the boardwalk, near the Nature Center, and in camping loops. To assess a variety of 

visitor’s values, I surveyed both day-use and overnight campers.  

 

Figure 10: Off to administer surveys 

The questionnaire was broken down into three sections, guided by De Vaus’ (2014) four 

distinct question types and van Riper et al. (2017) and the 12 social values for ecosystem 

services listed in a typology adapted from past research. “Attribute questions” establish 

respondent characteristics. Visitors were asked about their age, education, and race. “Behavior” 

questions are used to discover what people do. These questions include how far the respondent 

had traveled to get to Assateague, length of stay, activities planned, and motivations for visiting.  
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“Attitudes” and “belief” questions were asked to discover visitor priorities and values. 

Apart from one question asking about horses in relation to visitation, the Likert Scale was used 

to rate how strongly visitors agree with a statement on a scale of 1-5 for this section (van Riper et 

al. 2019, Rossi et al. 2015, De Vaus 2014). Each statement spoke to a specific value that the 

respondent may hold, such as aesthetic, recreational, educational, or well-being based. Several 

questions were also framed with either anthropocentric or ecocentric leanings to provide 

indications about visitor conceptions of the world and the place of humans in the greater context 

of the world.  

To make the survey efficient, all questions were read to the respondent. This does run the 

risk of what is referred to by McGuirk et al. (2016) as “interviewer effects.” 

Interviewer/respondent interaction can shape responses of social expectation when interviewed 

face-to-face and may tailor their answers according to perceived desirability. However, none of 

the prompts contained particularly detailed questions, and that is a weakness inherent in 

interpersonal surveys. Open-ended questions were asked to the first few respondents, but hardly 

anyone elected to answer them because of their more time-consuming nature. As a result, they 

were omitted from analysis. There is an immediate sampling bias because not everyone was 

willing to take the survey. Since the survey was performed in the height of summer, the results 

can only speak to the motivations of summer visitors. It is possible that visitors from different 

times of year have different motivations and values, and there is a rich possibility for further 

research in the area. 

For my three hypotheses, I tested the statistical significance of different factors with 

respect to the horses as visitation motivation. To test if there is a difference two-proportions, a 
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two-proportion Z-test was used. This is a common format of statistical analysis used to 

determine statistical significance between two samples of data.  

This research was conducted with the permission and approval of the UVM IRB, and I 

committed to keeping responses anonymous. 

 

XI. QUANTITATIVE SURVEY RESULTS 

 

On-site survey data were collected from a representative sample of visitors who were 

over the age of eighteen and visiting Assateague Island State Park during the end of July and 

early August of 2022 (n=315). Visitors were intercepted at a variety of locations on the Island. 

Day-use visitor surveys were administered on the beach, the parking lot, and the boardwalk 

connecting the parking lot, snack shop, and beach. Overnight camper surveys were administered 

throughout the camping loops, including outside of the bathhouses, and on the camping loop 

beaches. All surveys were stratified by day, week, time, and location to best ensure a lack of 

sampling bias during the study period (van Riper 2017). 

The results to the open-ended questions on the survey were organized into categories 

used to quantify the data. It is important to note that the sampled respondents are visitors who 

have already decided to make a trip to Assateague, as opposed to potential visitors. As a result, 

the results can only be applied to people who are visiting Assateague in July and August. There 

is also an inherent bias since it was not a random sample survey.  

Demographic Characteristics of Respondents: 

 

The following is a summary of the highest level of education attained, age, and race of the 

respondents. The number of respondents is displayed in a percentage.  
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Highest Level of Education of Respondents  Racial Distribution of Respondents 

 
Table 1     Table 2 

 

Age Distribution of Respondents 

 
Table 3 

 

Table 1 shows the highest year of education completed by respondents. Educational 

attainment is relatively even. 31.1% of respondents completed high school, while only 6.7% had 

completed a degree higher than a Bachelor’s degree. Every single person interviewed had 

completed at least a high school degree.  

Table 2 shows the racial makeup of respondents. The pool was overwhelmingly white, 

making up over 75% of total respondents. Asian or Pacific Islander was the second most 

prevalent category of respondents. As of 2022, Maryland was 58% white, and neighboring 

Virginia is 68.8% white. Worcester County, where Assateague National Seashore and State Park 

are located, is 83.4% white (US Census Bureau).  
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Table 3 displays the age brackets within which the respondents fell. Age distribution is 

relatively even, with 26-45 and 46-65 making up the highest percentages. However, the < 25-

year-old bracket makes up 22.2%, and that is notably high because that only covers 18–25-year-

olds while the rest of the brackets represent a greater range of ages. This means that a higher 

number of < 25-year-olds travel to Assateague than any other age bracket.  

 

Behavioral Descriptive Statistics: 

 

Effect of Type of Visitor on Assateague Visitation Frequency 

Are you staying overnight? 

   Day Overnight camper Total 

How often  First Time 70 63 133 

do you come  

More than Once a 
Week 20 0 20 

to  Once a Month 27 1 28 

Assateague Few Times a Year 42 15 57 

Island? Once a Year 9 49 58 

 < Once a Year 4 15 19 

 Total 172 143 315 

Table 4 

 

Table 4 displays the total number of day visitors and overnight campers as organized by 

how frequently they visit Assateague. Over 35% (133/315) of visitors surveyed were coming to 

the Island for the first time, and were evenly split between day-use visitors and overnight 

campers. It makes sense that no overnight campers would come more than once a week, which 

explains the absence of respondents there, whereas 20 day-use visitors tend to travel to 

Assateague at least once a week.  
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About 15.6% of total respondents (49/315) were overnight campers under the travel 

frequency categories “Once a Year,” and an additional fifteen (15) respondents were overnight 

campers who visited < Once a Year. Since only eleven (11) day-use respondents fall into these 

categories, it is logical to conclude that those coming yearly or intermittently over the years are 

much more likely to be overnight campers, while people coming more frequently are more likely 

to be day-use visitors. This relationship is not surprising because campsites can be difficult to 

book and require a longer time and planning commitment than coming for the day. As a result, 

those spending at least a night camping on Assateague should be less likely to visit more 

frequently -- a relationship which the data supports.  

 

Effect of Time Spent at Assateague on Time to Travel to Assateague 

How long are you here for? 

   Half Day One Day Overnight Two Nights 

Three or More 
Nights Total 

How long did 

you < 30 minutes 37 39 5 3 3 87 

have to travel to < 1 hour 5 69 32 - - 106 

get to  > 1 hour - 22 18 36 46 122 

Assateague? Total 42 130 55 39 49 315 

Table 5 

 

Figure 5 shows how long each respondent planned to stay at Assateague, displayed in 

relation to how long the respondent traveled to get to Assateague. There is a relatively even 

distribution of travel time categories, with > 1 hour accounting for a slightly higher number of 

total respondents at 38.7% (122/315). As for time spent at the Island, 41.3% (130/315) of 

respondents were staying for one day, while 13.3% of respondents planned on spending half a 

day. As for overnight visitors, the number of nights spent is relatively evenly distributed.  
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The differences in travel time to the Island between day and overnight visitors is very 

interesting.  The length of time traveled appears to increase depending on length of stay. Only 11 

overnight visitors drove < 30 minutes while 37.7% (46/122) of visitors driving more than once 

hour were staying at least three nights. Of the 87 respondents who traveled < 30 minutes, 87.4% 

(76/87) of them were staying at Assateague for a day or less. The proximity of Assateague to 

popular beach town Ocean City means it is very possible that a large number of the day-use 

visitors coming from < 30 minutes away are people on vacation in Ocean City who wanted to 

stop and see the Assateague.  

However, while the proximity of Ocean City is a possible explanation for the large 

number of day trip visitors coming from such a short distance, the data indicate that many 

visitors view Assateague as a place for a day trip, regardless of how far the drive is. While many 

more respondents were driving less than one hour to get to the Island, 12.8% (22/172) of day-use 

visitors surveyed drove over an hour to Assateague.  

Likert Scale Data 

 

The Likert scale data, collected from the surveys, has been organized into three separate 

sections based on the subject matter: personal gains, ecologically oriented, and anthropocentric 

leaning. These themes were created in order to better organize similar statements that would 

speak to general values that visitors had. This in turn made it easier to identify wider patterns 

among respondents.  Visitors were asked to rank each statement based on a scale of 1-5, with 1 

being “strongly disagree” and 5 being “strongly agree.”  
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1. Personal Gains 

 

Based on van Riper et al. (2017) and De Vaus (2014), questions indicating value of aesthetics, 

recreation, and therapeutic/wellbeing indicate the personal gains that visitors believe to have 

received from visiting the Island.  

1a. Wellbeing: I value the Island because it makes me feel better physically and/or 

mentally.  

1b. Aesthetic: I value Assateague because I enjoy scenery, sites, and atmosphere. 

1c. Recreation: I value the Island because it is a place for my favorite recreational 

activities. 

 

Likert Descriptive Data: Personal Gains 

  

% Strongly  

Disagree % Disagree % Neutral % Agree 

% Strongly  

Agree 

Aesthetic 0% 0% 2.54% 39% 58% 

Recreation 0% 3% 8% 37% 64% 

Well-Being 0% 0% 0% 23% 77% 

Table 6 

 

Motivations for visiting the Island, as demonstrated by the Likert data in Table 6, are 

heavily influenced by aesthetic, recreational, and wellbeing goals. No other category of Likert 

data was so heavily skewed away from “Strongly Disagree” and “Disagree.” Out of the 315 

respondents, not a single person answered “strongly disagree” to any of the three questions 

assessing personal gains from the Island. These responses indicate that Assateague Island is 

valued by all visitors surveyed in this study for its restorative properties, recreational offerings, 

and especially because it makes them “feel better” to be there. This information is significant 

because perceived personal gains from the Island demonstrate what people believe they receive 

from visiting, which can be helpful when constructing long term management plans based on 

visitor values.  
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Personal gains are clearly at the forefront, as 100% of respondents answered “Agree” or 

“Strongly Agree” to the “Wellbeing Question.” Of the three statements, 76.8% (242/315) of 

respondents “Strongly Agree” that the Island makes them feel better physically and/or mentally 

which is the highest percentage of “Strongly Agree” in the entire survey. As a result, among 

respondents surveyed, Assateague is most highly valued as a space for increasing personal 

wellbeing. 

The question about the island’s recreational benefits was the only question in this 

category to receive any “Disagree” answers (11/315) and also had the most “Neutral” (24/315) 

answers from respondents. Given that an overwhelming 88.9% (280/315) “Agree” or “Strongly 

Agree,” these answers could be due to differences in how respondents define their “favorite 

recreational activities” which may or may not be directly associated with the Island. It could also 

indicate people who are simply looking for something else from Assateague or did not make the 

individual decision to come to the Island.  

 

2. Ecologically Oriented 

This set of statements is also based on van Riper et al. (2017) and De Vaus (2014). The 

statements are organized by respondent values of the environment and preservation.  

2a. Environmental: I value the Island because it helps produce, preserve, clean, protect, 

and renew natural resources.  

2b. Ecocentric 1: It is never ok to interfere with wild animals; they should be free to lead 

lives without disturbance.  

2c. Environmental Education: I value the Island because we can learn about the 

environment through scientific research and observation here.  

2d. Ecocentric 2: The most important reason for parks is to protect plants and animals. 
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Likert Descriptive Data: Ecological Oriented 

 

% 

Strongly  

Disagree % Disagree % Neutral % Agree 

% Strongly  

Agree 

Environmental 0% 6% 16% 42% 37% 

Educational 0% 17% 51% 15% 33% 

Plant/Animal Protection 0% 22% 21% 28% 30% 

Human Interference 0% 14% 19% 24% 43% 

Table 7 
 

As in the first dataset, not a single respondent answered “Strongly Disagree” to the 

ecologically oriented statements, which in itself is notable. Table 7 respondents displayed strong 

environmental conservation leanings, with 78.7% (248/315) of people valuing the Island for its 

role in preserving, protecting, and renewing resources. This indicates strong support for 

ecological management plans that prioritize Island ecosystem health and wellbeing.  

 
 

NATURE CENTER 

 Yes No 

 165 150 

Table 8 

 

Table 8 shows how many respondents have visited the National Seashore Nature Center, 

with a narrow majority of people answering “Yes.” This is interesting because 17.5% (55/315) of 

respondents disagreed with the statement “I value the Island because we can learn about the 

environment through scientific research and observation here,” and 34.3% (108/315) of 

respondents felt neutral. Combined, these groups make up 166/315 total respondents, which is 

similar to the number of people who did not visit the Nature Center. It is not clear, however, if 



 

 

 

 

39 

 

these two sets are causational or related especially since each individual has unique values and 

opinions. More research would be necessary to investigate a possible link between Nature Center 

visitation and environmental education values.  

Statement C and D, unlike all of the previous statements, do not ask about Assateague 

specifically. Instead they help gauge the overall inherent ecological values of respondents with 

regards to the importance of parks and interference with “wild” animals. These are important 

measures because this information provides insight into how managers can incorporate visitor 

values into conservation plans.   

About 21.6% (68/315) of visitors surveyed answered “Disagree” to the statement "The 

most important reason for parks is to protect plants and animals.” About thirty percent (29.5%) 

of respondents answered “Strongly Agree” to this section, which was the smallest percentage of 

“Strongly Agree” answers in the ecological dataset. These answers indicate that, given how 

personal values align, the primary goals of many visitors at Assateague lean more towards 

aesthetic, wellbeing values than ecological ones. While this does not mean that respondents don't 

also support protection of parks and animals as a park purpose, the “most important” aspect of 

the question appears to result in lower numbers of “Agree” or “Strongly Agree” responses.  

The results about human interference with wild animals could provide interesting 

information regarding horse management and “wild” concepts. 14.3% (45/315) of respondents 

disagreed animals should always be free to lead lives without disturbance and absent of 

interference. Another 19.4% (61/315) felt neutral on the issue. About 66.3% (209/315) of people 

chose “Agree” or “Strongly Agree.” Since a substantial majority do not disagree, it appears 

surveyed visitors support the idea of minimal interference and disturbance with wild animals. 

This strong support is interesting because Assateague is not currently constructed to facilitate a 
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complete lack of interference or disturbance between humans and wildlife, especially horses. It 

appears that the aesthetics and “wildness” of the Assateague atmosphere that visitors value so 

much is in contradiction with values that don’t support interference. What exactly constitutes 

interference is subjective based on how it was interpreted by the respondent. It is important to 

note that despite the strong support for “wildness” and minimal human interference with nature, 

the National Seashore and State Park is a heavily managed space. This contrast will be discussed 

further in a later section.  

3. Anthropocentric Leaning 

 

This last set of statements is again based on van Riper et al. (2017) and De Vaus (2014). The 

statements are organized based on anthropocentric value statements. Anthropocentric refers to 

the belief that humans are central and most important in the universe, thus reality is evaluated 

exclusively in terms of the value of something for humans.  

3a. The value of an ecosystem only depends on what it does for humans. 

3b. If humans do not manage nature, it becomes a threat. 

 

Likert Descriptive Data: Anthropocentric Leaning 

 

% Strongly  

Disagree 
% Disagree % Neutral % Agree 

% Strongly  

Agree 

Nature as a Threat 84 111 105 14 1 

Value for Humans 57 113 135 10 0 

Table 9 

 

Table 9 displays the responses to the anthropocentric leaning questions. These two 

statements were the only statements to receive any number of “Strongly Disagree” answers. 

Similar to the last two questions in the previous set, the anthropocentric leaning statements focus 
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on much more general themes and are not specific to Assateague. Rather, information gathered 

from them can be applied to Assateague.  

The use of “only” in 3a serves to emphasize only ecosystem benefits for humans. About 

53.9% (170/315) of respondents answered “Disagree” or “Strongly Disagree,” with 42.9% 

(135/315) answering “Neutral.” Since there were zero “Strongly Agree” answers and only ten 

(10) “Agree,” these answers are consistent with the strong support for environmental and 

ecologically oriented statements, and the perceived “wildness” of the Island. Visitors at 

Assateague value the ecosystem for more than just the benefits for humans.  

Out of all the statements, the highest percentage of people (61.9% or 195/315) answered 

“Disagree” or “Strongly Disagree” regarding the threat of nature if it is not managed, with 

another 33.3% (105/315) who feel “Neutral.” This demonstrates weaker anthropocentric values 

as opposed to ecological ones. Surveyed visitors at Assateague do not feel threatened by “wild” 

nature and do not appear to associate management with a need for safety.  

 

Summary of Likert Takeaways 

Visitor values at Assateague, as demonstrated by the Likert data, are heavily influenced 

by personal gains aimed at achieving aesthetic, recreational, and wellbeing goals. No other 

category of Likert data was so heavily skewed away from “Strongly Disagree” and “Disagree.” 

The responses indicate that Assateague Island is highly valued by individuals because it is 

considered to be a beautiful place with recreational opportunities and restorative properties.  

Respondents demonstrated strong ecological leanings with a large majority valuing the 

Island for its role in preserving, protecting, and renewing resources. This indicates strong support 

for ecological management plans that prioritize Island ecosystem health and wellbeing. With 
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regard to interference with wild animals, there is strong support for the idea of minimal 

interference and disturbance. The lack of “Disagree” and “Strongly Disagree” throughout the 

datasets, except for the anthropocentric statements, demonstrates weaker anthropocentric values 

as opposed to ecological ones. For many Island visitors, “wildness” is not a threat but is rather 

something to be encouraged.  

The Importance of Horses to Visitation 

 

The survey asked, “Would you still come to Assateague if there were fewer horses?” This 

question was added to discover how much the presence of horses impacted motivations to travel. 

Responses provide indication of the value of horses to the overall draw of the Island. The “Now 

Yes” category was constructed to encompass a variety of answers that were not a simple yes or 

no. When discussing with many respondents, people gave answers such as “I heard of 

Assateague because of the horses, but I would come back again just for the overall atmosphere” 

or “Yes, now that I have been I don’t care as much about seeing them again.” The “Now Yes” 

category represents a change of heart after an immersive experience at Assateague. 

FEWER HORSES 

Yes Now Yes Not Sure No 

113 57 42 103 

Table 10 
 

Table 10 displays the breakdown of answers to the question. Out of the 315 respondents, 

113 answered yes, with another 57 answering something to the effect of “Now Yes.” In total, this 

is about 54% (170/315) of respondents. 32.7% of respondents answered “No,” meaning they 

would not want to visit the Island if the number of horses is reduced or declines. “Not Sure” 

refers to anyone who answered “I don’t know” or “I would need more information.” 
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The “Now Yes” answers were not anticipated when constructing the survey, so I have 

found it very interesting that 18.1% of people answered something to that effect. As a result, I 

decided to further investigate the relationship of the “Fewer Horses” question to a variety of the 

descriptive data questions.  

Since the Fewer Horse question was asked in an attempt to figure the importance of the 

horses to visitation, I also wanted to see if certain variables made someone more or likely to 

answer the Fewer Horses question a certain way. I had three theories about the variables that 

might impact the answer to the Fewer Horse question: whether the visitor was staying overnight, 

whether or not the respondent had visited the Nature Center, and whether or not the visitor was 

coming from < 30 minutes away.  

Statistical Significance  

For each of the following hypotheses, I wanted to determine if the difference between 

groups was statistically significant. To do so, I used a 2-prop z-test which is used to determine if 

a difference exists between two proportions. In my study, the proportions were the categorical 

response from individuals. For all tests, we used an alpha level of 0.05. An alpha level represents 

the “cutoff” probability where we conclude if a relationship is statistically significant. 

Conceptually, if we assume there is no difference between the groups, an alpha level of .05 

means only 5% of the time we will incorrectly conclude a statistically significant relationship 

between the groups. Due to the rarity of this event, if the p-value, the probability of seeing the 

observed difference between our groups, is less than or equal to 0.05 we will conclude that there 

is a statistically significant relationship between the two groups.  

 

The Impact of the Type of Visitor on the Answer to the Fewer Horse Question 
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Hypothesis 1: Overnight campers are more likely to answer “Yes” or “Now Yes” to the fewer 

horse question. 

Since day-use visitors spend less time on the Island, they will be more likely to have a 

desire to see horses. If there are fewer horses on the Island, then there is a smaller chance of a 

horse sighting. As a result, overnight visitors, who spend more time on the Island and have more 

opportunities to experience a variety of Island activities, will be more likely to answer “Yes” or 

“Now Yes” to the fewer horses question. 

 

Effect of Staying Overnight on Fewer Horses Answer 

 

Are you staying overnight? 

   

Day  
(% of respondents) 

Overnight Camper  
(% of respondents) Total 

Would you  Yes 37% 34% 113 

visit 

Assateague Now Yes 13.95% 23% 57 

if there were No 38% 26% 103 

fewer 

horses? Not Sure 10% 17% 42 

 Total 172 143 315 

Figure 9 

 

Figure 9 shows the relationship between the type of visitor and the answer to the Fewer 

Horses question. Day-use visitors were almost equally as likely to answer “Yes,” as they were to 

say no, with 37.2% (64/172) of respondents saying “Yes” and 38.4% (66/172) answering “No.”  

Day-use visitors were more likely to answer “No” to the fewer horses question than overnight 

campers, with 25.9% (37/143) answering “No.”  
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Taking “Now Yes” into account, about half of day-use visitors would come to 

Assateague if there were fewer horses (51.2% or 88/172), and a little more than half of overnight 

visitors would do the same (57.3% or 82/143).  

The number of overnight campers who answered “Now Yes” (23.1% or 33/143) was 

higher than the number of day-use respondents who answered “Now Yes” (14% or 24/172). This 

suggests that those who camp overnight are more likely to change their minds about the 

reasoning behind travel to the Island, with the presence of the horses becoming less significant. 

When testing for statistical significance in the first hypothesis, a p-value of .3899 was 

obtained. Given that the p-value of .3899 is more than the alpha level of .05, we have strong 

evidence to reject the hypothesis and conclude that overnight campers are not more likely to still 

visit with fewer horses on the Island. 

The Impact of Nature Center Visitation on the Fewer Horses Question 

 

Hypothesis 2: Respondents who have visited the Nature Center are more likely to answer “Yes” 

or “Now Yes” to the fewer horses question. 

Visits to the Nature Center can impact how respondents answered the Fewer Horses 

question because there is information at the Center that discusses the negative ecological impacts 

that horses can have on the Island, as well as instances of horse and human interaction that have 

endangered both parties.  

Effect of Nature Center Visitation on Fewer Horse Answer 

 

Did you visit the Nature Center? 

  

No  
(% of 

respondents) 
Yes  

(% of respondents) Total 
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Would you  No 43% 23% 103 

visit Assateague Not Sure 17% 10% 42 

if there were Now Yes 6% 23% 57 

fewer horses? Yes 27% 44% 113 

  Total 149 166 315 

Table 11 

 

 

Table 11 displays the relationship between the answers to the Fewer Horses question, and 

whether or not visitors have been to the Nature Center. Of the people who answered “Yes” or 

“Now Yes” to the Fewer Horse question, 67% (111/166) visited the Nature Center. The high 

percentage of these responses led me to further test the significance that visiting the Nature 

Center has on the Fewer Horse question. 

When testing for statistical significance in the second hypothesis, we obtained a p-value 

of 0.012. Given our p-value of 0.012 is less than our alpha level of .05, we have strong evidence 

to conclude that visiting the Nature Center has an impact on how visitors answer the Fewer 

Horse question. 

 

The Impact of Travel Time on the Fewer Horse Question 

 

Hypothesis 3: Visitors who are coming from < 30 minutes away are more likely to answer “No” 

to the fewer horse question. 

The proximity of Assateague to Ocean City, Maryland makes it an ideal location for 

visitors who want a day trip while they are already on vacation somewhere else. Almost all the 

people coming from < 30 minutes away were day-use visitors. The horses may be a large 
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motivator for wanting to take a day trip, so people coming from < 30 minutes away will be more 

likely to answer “No” since they are more likely to want to see horses.  

 

 

 

 

Effect of Distance Traveled on Answer to Fewer Horse Question 

How far did you have to travel to get to Assateague? 

   

< 30 
(% of respondents) 

< 1 hour 
(% of 

respondents) 
> 1 hour 

(% of respondents) Total 

Would you  No 40% 36% 25% 103 

visit 

Assateague Not Sure 8% 15% 16% 42 

if there were Now Yes 11.5% 17% 24% 57 

fewer horses? Yes 40% 32% 36% 113 

  Total 87 106 122 315 

Table 12 

 

When testing for statistical significance in the third hypothesis, we obtained a p-value of 

.135. Given our p-value of .135 is greater than our alpha level of .05, we fail to prove that people 

traveling from < 30 minutes away are more likely to answer “No” to the Fewer Horse question.  

Interestingly, the opposite is statistically significant. When testing the statistical 

significance between visitors coming from < 30 minutes away and people answering “Yes” and 

“Now Yes” to the fewer horse question, a p-value of .0009 was obtained. Given our p-value of 

.03 is less than our alpha level of .05, there is strong evidence to conclude that the relationship 
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between visitors from < 30 minutes away and those who answer “Yes” or “Now Yes” to the 

Fewer Horses question is statistically significant.  

 

 

XII. ETHNOGRAPHIC SUPPLEMENTS 

 

The conversations I had with respondents were eye-opening, engaging, and informative. 

Instead of categorizing responses to the questions “Why do you come to Assateague?” and 

“What do you plan on doing while you are here?” to quantify the data, I decided instead to share 

some of the most relevant and memorable answers in narrative form. While time did not permit 

me to undergo extensive ethnographic field research, the rich insights these responses provided 

were too valuable to omit. While most respondents were eager to finish the survey and head to 

the beach, some were more willing to share their personal stories and experiences.  

Motivations for visiting the Island, as demonstrated by the Likert data, are heavily 

influenced by aesthetic, recreational, and wellbeing goals. No other category of Likert data was 

so heavily skewed away from “Strongly Disagree” and “Disagree.” This was also evident in 

extended responses about visitation. When asked about what plans the respondent had while they 

were on the Island, activities including “swimming,” “fishing,” “relaxing,”  

“surfing/watersports,” and “bird-watching” were common.  

 
Picture of Nature Center Programming 
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Figure 11: Screenshot of an example of Nature Center weekly programming 

 

Regarding recreation, overnight campers also mentioned NPS and Maryland State Park 

nature center program activities. The NPS offers kayaking, clamming, campfires, and animal 

talks among many others. The State Park has small nature center talks, movie nights, tie-dye 

opportunities, soap carving, bracelet making, yoga, and sand-castle building competitions. As a 

kid, one of the very first things that I did when we got to Assateague was collect the two event 

calendars and circle everything I wanted to do, so I was always excited to provide the respondent 

with advice on my favorite activities if prompted.  

The following stories were collected while administering the surveys and resulted from 

dialogues with visitors who wanted to talk more and share their stories.  

 

 

Recreation-Oriented Visitors 

 

A boy-scout troop leader that I encountered was especially excited to teach the kids 

camping skills such as setting up tents and starting fires in the provided fire pit. While the 3+ 
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hour drive from Baltimore, Maryland was long, many of the boys had never even seen the 

Atlantic Ocean before, let alone camped. Plenty of time was set aside to teach them to fish, sing 

campfire songs, and swim. Assateague provided a stark contrast to the urban environment the 

boys were growing up in, and he told me that their excitement and wonder had yet to dwindle.  

Assateague Island also provides unique recreational opportunities for locals. Early one 

Thursday morning, I woke up around dawn because a mosquito had been buzzing incessantly in 

my ear. Deciding to immediately head to the Day-Use beach to talk with fellow early-risers, I 

struck up a chat with a young surfer who, despite his frustration with the large summer crowds, 

felt extremely lucky to have a beach like Assateague so close to his hometown-- a town some 15 

minutes down the road called Berlin. After bonding over our mutual love for the “cherry jubilee” 

flavor at the local ice cream shop there, he told me that he surfed at Assateague all throughout 

high school, and it was one of the things he was going to miss the most when he headed to the 

University of Maryland in the fall. Unlike most of the visitors, who he believes only come in the 

hopes of catching a glimpse of the famed wild horses, he couldn’t care less if he sees them or 

not. While acknowledging that it may be because the years have worn away any novelty, he saw 

Assateague in stark contrast with other beaches in the area that tend to be built up and crowded. 

In the early mornings, if he’s lucky, he can still get in a few hours in the water and feel like he’s 

the only person on the Island.  

 
Nora, Posing After an Afternoon of Boogie-Boarding 
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Figure 12: Not a professional surfer, but I did love to boogie-board! 

 

One woman was maximizing her first time on the Island with her favorite past-time: 

walking the beach up and down with her trusty metal-detector. With a large, gap-toothed grin she 

excitedly recounted to me the times she had been lucky enough to find gold coins, wedding 

rings, and old metal artifacts. Waving her hands around wildly, causing her brightly patterned 

beach cover-up to flow in the wind, she told me that she hadn’t found anything yet but could 

only hope to find Spanish gold that could’ve washed ashore during the legendary shipwreck.  

 

 

 

Horse Encounters 

 

One of my favorite interviews was repeatedly interrupted by young kids talking over each 

other in attempts to tell me about everything they had seen in the last few days. Horses, bugs, 

snakes, birds, you name it! And, better yet, they’d both been allowed to eat three marshmallows 

last night. The young family from Pennsylvania was spending their first ever weekend camping 

at Assateague and was loving every minute of it. The kids were convinced they had seen every 

horse on the Island, and named them all… Sausage, Sparkle, and Steve were some of the 
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favorites. They promised me they would spend all day looking for dolphins after I mentioned 

that there was a possibility of spotting some and assured me they would be coming back here 

year after year just like I had done.  

The sun was already beating down when I talked to visitors coming in on a large tourist 

van from Ocean City. In hopes of escaping overstimulation and quieting the insistent begging for 

boardwalk prizes from their kids, they had discovered Assateague after a quick Google search 

and intended to spend a few hours before heading back to their hotel. The horses seemed to be 

the big draw that drove their interest in the Island. According to first impressions, the sand was 

softer and the beaches less crowded, although they were wary about the lack of snack options 

and activities.  

One couple learned to “horse-proof” their campsite the hard way. Returning from the 

beach one afternoon, they found a band of about four horses rooting through their two coolers 

and attempting to open their tent. They were shocked that the horses had learned to unlatch the 

coolers, and that they had eaten all the chips, a bag of lettuce, cookies, and even sampled the hot 

dogs. Even though both had seen the signs and warnings about potential horse campsite visits, 

they thought latching the coolers was enough, and were sorely mistaken, “at least we have some 

funny pictures and a good story!”  

 

Wild and Ecological Values 

 

One man I talked to appreciated the solitude that Assateague provided. After a long, hot 

day of walking around the Day-Use area to administer surveys, I decided to go for a walk on the 

shoreline on the Northern stretch of beach. Since there are no campsites this far up the beach and 

day-use visitors don’t want to carry all their beach equipment so far, this stretch of sand is almost 
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guaranteed to be quiet and nearly free of other visitors. When I came upon him, he was staring 

out to sea in a sun-faded, well-loved beach chair. During our conversation he told me that he 

insists on coming to Assateague whenever he wants to go to the beach because it is so 

undeveloped and “wild.” Growing up by the ocean his whole life, he considers the Island to be 

the place where he “does his best thinking.” 

 
Figure 12: Far from the crowds, a horse eats dune grasses on the Northern stretch of beach 

 

One visitor who tugged at my heartstrings was a retiree from Florida who had made it her 

mission to stop in every US National Park before settling down close to her grandkids. My 

grandparents sold everything when they retired, using the money to travel all over the country, 

making sure to send me postcards from each location, so I felt closer to them as I talked to her. 

Interestingly, Assateague was too crowded for her. She felt that the campsites were too close 

together, and the lack of trees and shrubs among the dunes made her feel crowded by others. 

However, she was still enjoying the proximity to the beach and the relative quiet. 

While at the bathhouse washing dinner dishes, I ran into the Camp Host for our loop. One 

Camp Host(s) is assigned to each loop. It is a volunteer position that runs in month long 
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increments. Hosts are responsible for welcoming campers, serving as advice-givers who clean up 

campsites and horse poop that may end up on roads. I have absolutely fabulous memories of our 

camp host in the E Loop, Gemma. She was the host for as many years as I could remember until 

we stopped coming, and she would always make an extra effort to keep sand and poop off the 

sites and welcome us with the biggest smile-- her teeth always seemed so white against her tan 

face that she had gotten from hours spent outside on the Island. While Gemma was nowhere to 

be found when I returned last summer, the camp host that I talked to couldn’t sing enough 

praises about their position. They loved being able to talk to a wide variety of campers, and had 

been coming to Assateague as a camp host for years after moving to Maryland post-retirement. 

As a former wildlife conservationist, they saw being a Camp Host as a wonderful way to spend 

time in nature and share their ecological knowledge with all those who would listen, “and what 

better place to do it then 300 feet from the ocean!” 

 

 

XIII. RESULTS SUMMARY 

  

Based on my autoethnographic experiences, it appears that my experiences and values 

regarding Assateague are in line with many other visitors to the Island. The strong sense of 

personal gains, especially valuing the Island because of the increase in physical/mental wellbeing 

resonated with me. I also consider myself a member of the “Now Yes” group of people, because 

I first came to the Island drawn to the horses yet the other benefits are now more than enough to 

keep me coming back regardless of the horses.  
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While Assateague is most strongly valued for its personal enrichment based on the 

highest levels of “Strongly Agree,” there is also strong support for environmental benefits, 

education, and a lack of interference with “wildness.”  

The importance of horses as a motivator for tourism is complicated. Over 1/3rd of 

visitors would not come to the Island if there were fewer horses, suggesting that the horses play a 

vital role in drawing people to Assateague. However, the strong presence of “Yes” and “Now 

Yes” answers suggest that people value Assateague for much more than just the horses. The fact 

that over eighteen percent (18%) of people changed their mind after initially coming to the Island 

for the horses speaks to the multiple definitions of the “sense of place” of Assateague.  

Statistical significance tests revealed several things about the presence of horses. Whether 

the visitor was staying overnight had no visible impact on whether the visitor would support the 

presence of fewer horses. Respondents who visited the Nature Center were more likely to 

respond “Yes” or “Now Yes” to the Fewer Horse Question. Visitors coming from < 30 minutes 

away were not more likely to answer “No” to the fewer horse question. In fact, they were more 

likely to respond “Yes” or “Now Yes.” 

CHAPTER 3: Wilderness Discussion and Conclusion  
 

XIV. REVISITING WILDERNESS VALUES 

  

The questionnaire data and the common conversations suggest that the “wildness” of the 

Island is one of its most important and unique qualities. The horses, although nonnative, have 

become part of the conceptualization of wildness and wilderness at Assateague and are here to 

stay. Under current management and concepts, however, there seems to be a dichotomous break 

between humans and the nonhuman aspects of the Island. To form a more beneficial coexistence 
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for all, the mode of relation may need to shift. There is a clear desire to interact with the horses, 

and everything they represent, but also a clear desire to keep them “wild.”  

William Cronon provides valuable insight into how “wilderness” is much more of a 

social construct than we may understand. While many view it as an “island in the polluted sea of 

urban-industrial modernity, the one place we can turn for escape,” it is closer akin to a 

“spectacle” that is the “product of civilization” (Cronon 1995). As a result, wilderness “is 

entirely a creation of the culture that holds it dear, a product of history” (Cronon 1995). This is 

very much the case at Assateague. The horses are a constant reminder of this human cultural 

history, and managers are often left struggling with how to grapple with the role of horses within 

the greater ecological context. The horses are a rich part of the story of the Island, but the 

narrative itself is human-made.  

To highlight the ecological damages caused by horses and humans to the greater 

ecosystem and the dangers of horse-human interaction while maintaining the enormous sense of 

value that people place on Assateague, we have to go back and reckon with current wildness 

conceptions in order to form a more complete understanding of human-nature relations. Kim 

Ward, in “For Wilderness or Wildness? Decolonising Rewilding” defines wilderness as “our 

subjective and interpretive experience of the natural world, an interpretation that reflects the 

socio-political values and cultural hegemonies of our time” (2019, pg. 3). Notions and 

understandings of what exactly is “wild” or “natural” are conceptual, based on cultural norms, 

beliefs, expectations, and experiences.  

In traditional American society, wildness is a “conceptually separate, distinct and pure 

sphere” (Ward 2019, pg. 3). Centuries of scientific philosophy frame nature as a completely 

separate, inhuman entity, resulting in “the protection and preservation-based approaches that we 
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have seen historically in conservation policy and practice and upon which wilderness 

preservation is based” (Ward 2019, pg. 3). By separating nature and wilderness from our 

everyday, modern, urban life we have allowed it to take on a life of its own. It has become 

equated with purity and divinity and, as such, it is difficult to locate ourselves and our lives 

within it.  

The presence of the horses has permanently changed the landscape of the Island. 

Bartolini and DeSilvey, in “Landscape Futures: Decision-Making in Uncertain Times,” discuss 

how to manage landscapes based on human action, especially in the face of the climate crisis. In 

order to understand how landscapes are altered and understood by humans, one must “appreciate 

the fine balance between what can be touched and seen and what is perceived and experienced” 

(Bartolini et al. 2021, pg. 11). Once there is an understanding that landscapes have been shaped 

by humans, we can focus on the ecologies that have emerged from these “unintentional 

landscapes” that make the character of the area “inherently mixed and messy" (Bartolini et al. 

2021, pg. 15), which we see at Assateague. 

 In these unintentional landscapes, certain animals can be prioritized over another. Thom 

van Dooren, in his ethnographic work on whooping cranes in the book Flightways, investigates 

human interaction with animals and landscapes. In scientific conservation practices, it is clear 

that “care for the species often trumps other considerations” (van Dooren 2014, pg. 108). Under 

the label “conservation science,” goals are seen as objective and not personal. However, van 

Dooren argues that any given “scientific” process is also a social practice. At Assateague, horses 

are managed with conservation in mind, but current constructs do not always make it clear that in 

unintentional landscapes conservation is a social process driven by cultural values.  
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Nature and all things seen to be wild are not absent of human intervention and 

management. Especially in the case of National Parks and Seashores like Assateague, spaces are 

carefully curated to achieve certain desired aesthetics. So many people I talked to value the 

Island because it was a place to “escape,” “relax,” and “recharge.” Perceived restorative 

properties are heavily illustrated in the Likert data, as are the Island’s aesthetic aspects. 

Assateague is a place that relies on money from tourists, and the horses play a key role in the 

framing of Assateague. Susan Davis, in Spectacular Nature: Corporate Culture and the Sea 

World Experience, explores the idea of nature as a display and attraction. Using ethnographic 

research, history, and cultural criticism Davis paints a picture in which nature has been 

commodified and framed to tell a specific story and attract visitors. Sea World has “Carefully 

cultivate[d] nature as the theme park’s central story” (Davis 1997, pg. 28). As a result, the entire 

concept of nature has become a commodity because Sea World markets the idea of nature as 

living creatures in harmonious environmental balance-- a balance that is special, unique, and 

worth paying to experience. In the process, nature becomes “a world beyond the human that is 

invented out of inevitably human meanings and desires, an escape from the limited, the routine, 

the mundane” (Davis 1997, pg. 30).  

 While Assateague is not a theme park, the horses do represent an immense draw. 

Assateague is a direct illustration of how conceptions of nature and wildness have manifested 

themselves to form a managed space that conveys the feeling of an absence of human 

interference. When scientific practices are referred to as social, this is an example. Fences, roads, 

information signs, horse birth control programs, and any other human action on the Island offer 

proof of human presence, but the horses and undeveloped areas provide a counterbalance that 

allows for an appreciation of nature and the feeling that the space is a separate sphere from 
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everyday life. The movement of the horses is conceivable unimpeded, so visitors feel lucky, 

excited, and special to witness it. The unintentional landscapes produced by human actions can 

provide entertainment and value, but it is important to acknowledge how that value is produced. 

 

 
A horse stands in the Day Use parking lot 

 

Integration of the separate “human” and “nature” spheres is vital to creating more 

accurate relational management plans at Assateague. “Rewilding” is a term that has been applied 

to a variety of different management practices and visions, and provides useful insight into what 

a new conceptualization of Assateague could look like. Lorimer et al. (2015) define the term 

broadly to describe plans that “share a long-term aim of maintaining, or increasing, biodiversity, 

while reducing the impact of present and past human interventions through the restoration of 

species and ecological processes” (Lorimer et al. 2015, p. 40).  

Rewilding does not necessarily have an end goal, which can make it harder for people to 

understand as a management plan. Instead, rewilding is meant to support “natural dynamics that 

will result in habitats and landscapes characteristic of specific area(s), with abiotic, biotic and 

social features that together create the particular ‘Sense of the Place’” (Ward 2019, p. 11). It is 
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this sense of place that the environmental values survey and ethnographic data are meant to help 

identify. To know how to move forward with integrating a management approach that 

emphasizes rewilding, we must first identify the shared and individual sense of place that visitors 

have at Assateague.  

Conceptualizations of wilderness on Assateague need to be considered when it comes to 

the reaction of effective management strategy because it is these very values and experiences that 

dictate how visitors will interact with the space. In order to reimagine Assateague with a wider 

lens that treats horses as much more than “desirable invaders” within the greater Island context, 

we must first reckon with the symbolism of the horses, their importance to Island visitors, and 

the ecological impact of their presence, which this research seeks to contribute to. 

 

XV. ASSATEAGUE HORSES IN FUTURE CONTEXT 

Not all aspects of human-constructed wilderness are viewed or valued the same way. 

Different socio-spatial categories come with “distinctive frames for investigating the 

differentially constructed ethics of human-animal interaction and, consequently, the varied ways 

we live together with non-humans” (Buller 2016, p. 424). These frames, in turn, create 

“differential conditions for moral behaviour and social/ethical practice with respect to non-

humans” (Buller 2016, p. 424). Love and value for specific places and species is unevenly 

distributed based on cultural influence.  

The presence of the horses plays a significant role in the perceived wildness and sense of 

place at Assateague. As charismatic megafauna with important American symbolic history, they 

serve to emphasize the “wildness” of the Island.  It is “the aesthetic charisma of (certain) feral 

non-humans that engages our ethical and caring sensibilities; a charisma that is relational, 
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ethological and affective too” (Buller 2016, p. 426). They are also a stark reminder of the human 

impact of nature, since they are an introduced, non-native species. Not only are they non-native, 

they have had a drastic impact on the Island ecosystem.  

 

 
Horses don’t read signs: a horse has climbed over the fencing to reach the dune grasses 

 

Yet the horses are also a huge draw to Island tourism. The horses of Assateague provide 

value to the Island, its sense of place, and to the visitors who come. Roughly 32.7% (103/315) of 

respondents said that they would not come if there were fewer horses, which emphasizes the 

importance that these horses hold to conceptions of the Island. In many instances, connections to 

nature and certain spaces can be enhanced and strengthened by horses and other animals. The 

symbolism and draw of the horses for visitors on Assateague is clear. 

The values survey revealed other draws to Assateague than just the horses, however. 

Since the respondents were people who had already decided to come to Assateague, and had thus 

personally experienced the Island, the data reveal an appreciation for Assateague that extends 
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beyond just the horses. Excluding the people who answered “Not Sure” to the question about 

fewer horses, over 62% (170/273) of visitors would still come if there were fewer horses.  

“Now Yes” was a very interesting category because it represents the change that being 

physically present at Assateague can have on an initial answer. The “Now Yes” is supported by 

the extremely high value of wellbeing, aesthetic, and personal gains that respondents receive 

from Assateague. Respondents also highly valued Assateague the ecological and environmental 

reasons, further emphasizing that although the horses are charismatic megafauna that serve as a 

cultural and historic draw to the Island, the Island encompasses so much more than that.  

In many ways, I share the values of so many of the visitors. Eighteen years ago, I arrived 

at Assateague full of excitement and innocence, and obsessed with each and every horse that I 

came into contact with. Over the years, my obsession grew to include the dolphins, marsh birds, 

ghost crabs, tidal pools, horseshoe crabs, dune grasses, Nature Center activities, bonfires, and so 

much more.  

XVI. CONCLUSION 

 

This survey and ethnography are only the first step in what is hopefully a long-term 

project examining the conceptions of wildness and the “sense of place” at Assateague. More in-

depth value surveys that question visitors specifically about human-horse interaction and 

potential management plans are great next steps. Questions specifically about horse behaviors, 

knowledge about horses, where visitors are originally coming from, and questions about 

potential management plans are recommended. 

Non-material values and cultural ecosystem services should play a large role in 

conservation practices and deserve focus in future research. Rachelle Gould has been a long-time 

advocate of social values research because they “reflect the interaction of a series of factors” 
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(Gould et. al 264). Using the framework from Gould et. al in “Looking into the Dragons of 

Cultural Ecosystem Services,” the research in this paper reflects what is considered “Convener 

and Illuminator” work. This research convenes distinct parties, illuminates individual and 

collective values, and provides space for individuals to reflect on what is meaningful to them 

(Gould et. al 2020).  

The importance of this work is highlighted by another paper written by Gould et. al in 

2015. Stakeholders’ “nonmaterial desires, needs, and values often critically influence the success 

of conservation projects” (Gould et al. 2015). It is challenging to articulate these values, which is 

an explanation for their current limited use in management and policy strategies. However, 

studies aimed at discovering stakeholder values can “provide efficient, contextual, and place-

based data on the importance of particular ecosystem attributes for human well-being” (Gould et 

al. 2015).  

This work, and further work to come, will be vital to respond to complex challenges of 

sustainability and ecological change. Bednarek et al. (2018) advocate for a more critical 

conversation surrounding evidence-informed decision making and management practices. Social 

value research is contingent on understanding specific contexts and situations (Boda 2015, van 

Riper et al. 2019), and understanding the unique historical, cultural, and social relationships that 

visitors have with Assateague is necessary when considering future managerial procedures.   

Human interaction with the surrounding environment has a complex past. Assateague is 

an example of these messy points of contact where making clear divisions between human and 

non-human proves to be impossible. There is a clear nature and cultural divide, identified by 

Bartolini et al. (2021), wherein the “management and conservation of natural landscapes in 

policy frameworks continue to be largely separate from the management of cultural landscapes” 
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(Bartolini et al. 2021, pg. 12). To combat this, we must align “ecological and biological goals 

with cultural values and experiences, as foundation for decision- making in changing 

landscapes” (Bartolini et al. 2021, pg. 15).  

 So, what does this mean for the future of Assateague? My research suggests that 

traditional conceptions of wilderness conflict with effective ecological conservation. Focus must 

shift from prioritizing the horses, and instead management plans need to create inclusive 

definitions using the entire “sense of place” instead of a more dualistic approach that leaves 

horses and the ecosystem in one sphere and humans in an entirely separate one. Current 

definitions that label the horses as “desirable invaders” fail to capture the complexities of the 

horses as coexisting with Island ecology and tourist values, while at the same time instruments of 

destruction to the surrounding flora and fauna. 

Assateague is a microcosm of contradictions in our society revolving around symbolism, 

constructions of wilderness, and ecosystem management. Culture matters to the development of 

conservation strategies because values held by visitors dictate behavior. Our conceptions of 

space, in conversation with management strategies, should serve to strengthen and protect the 

areas that we value so much and hold so dear. Despite the complexities and tension that result 

from the interactions of different constructed spheres of society, it is the unique environment and 

experiences that makes Assateague so special to so many.  
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Horses on the beach at dusk 

 

At the end of Misty of Chincoteague, the grandfather remarks that the horses “belong to 

Assateague... [they] ain’t horses, just pieces of wind and sky” (Henry 177). It is undeniable that 

the horses add an element of magic, intrigue, and draw to the Island. I’ll be the first to admit my 

heart still skips a beat when I spot one. Yet, I would make the three-hour drive to Assateague 

over and over and over again even if I knew I wouldn’t spot a horse. Sometimes the purpose of a 

visit is simply to reconnect with the place that holds the fondest memories of my childhood. I’ll 

let the waves lap at my feet, close my eyes as the wind washes over me, and feel a sense of calm 

that cannot be attained anywhere else. 

 

APPENDIX:  

 

Interview Questionnaire: 

 

How long did you have to travel to get to Assateague? 
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Are you staying overnight? 

 

How long are you here for? 

 

What activities do you plan on doing while you are here? 

 

Why do you come to Assateague? 

 

How often do you go to Assateague Island? 

 

Have you been to the Nature Center here? 

 

Would you visit Assateague if there were fewer horses? 

 

LIKERT SCALE (1-5) 

 

I value Assateague because I enjoy scenery, sites, and atmosphere. (aesthetic) ____ 

 

I value the Island because it is a place for my favorite recreational activities. (recreation) ____ 

 

I value the Island because it helps produce, preserve, clean, protect, and renew natural resources. 

(env.) _____ 

 

I value the Island because we can learn about the environment through scientific research and 

observation here. (educational) _____ 

 

I value the Island because it makes me feel better physically and/or mentally. (wellbeing) _____ 

 

The value of an ecosystem only depends on what it does for humans.  _____ 

 

If humans do not manage nature, it becomes a threat.  _____ 

 

The most important reason for parks is to protect plants and animals.  _____ 

 

It is never ok to interfere with wild animals; they should be free to lead lives without disturbance. 

_____ 

 

I would pay more taxes to protect my local parks.  _____ 

Demographics 

 

How old are you? 

 

 

What is the highest level of education you completed? 
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What is your race? 
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