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America still contains hushed places — beaches, mountains, snowy woods —where a man on foot can find the old communion with nature. Now those cases have suddenly become vulnerable to a new breed of vehicles that are unbounded by roads or rules.

Powered by short-stroke engines, "offroad vehicles" ride on bloated tires or whirling treads that enable them to go almost anywhere at average speeds of 30 m. p. h. Prolifeerating from Maine to California, they now include 200,000 dune buggies 2,000,000 trail bikes, 1,100,000 snowmobiles and, newest of all, 25,000 all terrain vehicles (ATVs).

No one disputes the value of these versatile gadgets to peop​le who live and work in remote, road less areas — farmers, ranc​hers, Eskimos, trappers, rural doctors and utility repair crews. To other users, the raffish vehicles offer instant fun at relati​vely little cost. But to nature lovers, off-road vehicles represent the ultimate invasion of privacy — the land equivalent of outboard motorboats that now choke the nation's lakes and rivers. In so​me wilderness areas, undeclared war ha broken out. Hikers and cross-country skiers block trails with felled trees; in response, some bikers and snowmobiles carry chain saws to slash road​blocks and cut free firewood.

In some states, snowmobiles must be registered; park offi​cials restrict other machines to specific trails.

Many of Maine's big paper companies may soon close their forests to recreational use; snowmobiles have unwittingly flatte​ned entire plantations of snow-covered seedlings. In parts of Ca​lifornia's Sequoia National Forest, trail bikes were banned after they started erosion that was ruining hills and the breeding gro​unds of golden trout.

