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The Great Reconstruction Controversy:
A Debate and Discussion

Reconstruction: The act or process of reproducing by new construction the exact form
and detail of a vanished structure, or part thereof, as it appeared at a specific period
of time. (NPS-28, Cultural Resources Management Guideline)
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The February 1989 CRM Bulletin New York. Noting that the excava- candid account of the Fort Union re-
carried an article by William J. tion entailed an irreversible commit- construction saga. Both letters are
Hunt, Jr., titled “The Fort Union Re- ment of an important archeological reproduced below. A general histori-

construction Archeology Project.” resource, Dr. Huey questioned the cal overview of National Park

Dr. Hunt’s article, a positive account decision to reconstruct Fort Union Service reconstruction policy and

of the project and its benefits, Trading Post. The Bulletin invited practice by NPS Bureau Historian
prompted a thoughtful letter from Hunt’s response, and Hunt complied Barry Mackintosh follows the letters.

archeologist Paul R. Huey of Cohoes, ~ with an equally thoughtful and
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Dear Editor:

[ greatly enjoy reading your excellent CRM Bulletin, and I think it performs a very great service for government agen-
cies as well as the private sector. I was quite interested in the article in Volume 12, Number 1, by William J. Hunt on the
Fort Union reconstruction project. Many questions came to mind about the general preservation policies and priorities
of the National Park Service, and I realize they are difficult questions which have been discussed many times at great
length. I was wondering in particular, however, about the interpretive value and preservation philosophy of the ap-
proach which appears to have been used at Fort Union, as a publicly-owned and protected historic site.

Because such a reconstruction unavoidably requires major destruction of the archeological resources, wouldn't it have
been preferable to preserve as much of the archeological evidence as possible? Carefully planned, limited excavations to
answer specific questions could have provided useful data in order to build a diorama or a model, perhaps, for a
comprehensive interpretive exhibit. Historical knowledge of a site based on archeology is a matter of degree and is
never absolute. Archeology, like documentary research, can never answer all questions, just as it is impossible ever to
recreate perfectly the past. But by totally excavating such a site it appears to me we have permanently and irreversibly
committed the fragile finite remains of Fort Union, depriving future archeologists of any opportunity to conduct addi-
tional excavations of the same areas, to ask different research questions, or use improved or technically advanced
methods. The reconstruction of Fort Union of necessity must have been highly conjectural.

It seems to me that, once located by testing, the various structures of Fort Union might have been simply outlined on
the ground in a manner that related to a model or a diorama on display in an interpretive center. It would not be neces-
sary to try to find the location and size of every brick and nail for this interpretive approach. As it is now, how will the
conservation, analysis, detailed study, reporting, and publication of the artifacts and data from such an extensive
excavation ever be properly funded and completed except superficially? Moreover, this extensive excavation of a
protected site was evidently conducted under adverse working conditions with a large number of untrained and inexpe-
rienced but dedicated volunteers (which, of course, sounds very public-spirited), as a result of which future archeolo-
gists will forever be unable to uncover and study the evidence under perhaps improved controls and conditions and
with, one assumes, refined research questions. Are there not equally important sites which cannot be saved because they
are in the path of private development where this amount of time, effort, and money would be more appropriate be-
cause valuable historical and archeological data need to be rescued?

Finally, it seems to me that a physical reconstruction of a site such as Fort Union, apparently occupied from 1828 to
1867, implies that there was only one Fort Union, from its beginning to its end. Actually, of course, such sites continually
evolved and changed during their periods of occupation. So does one reconstruct the Fort Union of 1830 or the Fort
Union of 1860? How does one decide? Because a reconstruction so often is based on such arbitrary decisions, excluding
or including this or that feature or time period, it seems to me the historical reconstruction process is folly except,
perhaps, in certain off-site experimental situations. History, in my estimation, needs to be interpreted as a process of
change and development, not as a single static moment in time. It would be better to interpret information about a
variety of real physical remains, as the existing evidence of change and adaptation. When as much of the undisturbed
evidence as possible is preserved for selective study, future scholars may see things we cannot see, and they may have
entirely different interpretations of it. For our own current needs, therefore, surely it should not be necessary for us to
consume or disturb and destroy all or most of the evidence at a given site. Also, one might ask why original, authentic
historic structures should be preserved if historic structures can be reconstructed and if the reconstructions are as good
as (maybe better than) the originals. What do reconstructions teach the public about preservation and the value of
saving real, original structures?

I realize none of the issues I have raised are new ones, and they have surely been debated many times. There may be
no answers to some of these questions. But I am curious about how a decision to make such an irreversible commitment
of cultural resources is made in this day and age of careful attention to cultural resource management. Archeological
resources are finite, just as our limited, finite supplies of oil and other natural resources. “Management” means they
should be used sparingly, a little at a time, not voraciously consumed in large amounts. Somewhere I once read that
preservation and use together equal conservation of finite resources. Excavating and uncovering most or all of a pro-
tected historic archeological site does not seem like a conservation approach to that resource. Copies of articles, policy
statements, or other literature on this issue would be of interest to me if available.

Sincerely,

Paul R. Huey

—~

Dr. Paul Huey is Senior Scientist (Archeology) for the Bureau of Historic Sites, Historic Preservation Division, New York State Office
of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation.
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Letter to the Editor:

As an archeologist who has been in the profession for about 15 years, I certainly have no problem in expressing great
sympathy with all of archeologist Paul Huey’s observations in his recent letter. Every issue he raised (plus many more)
have been energetically debated within the National Park Service at virtually every level of the organization during the
past few years. By its very nature, the Fort Union reconstruction project has been a difficult one from a variety of
perspectives: political, economic, interpretive, ethical, scientific. These are very important issues within the arena of
cultural resource management and cannot be easily ignored.

First, I would like to clear up an apparent misconception on his part which relates to my use of Volunteers in Parks
during the excavations. VIPs served only as a supplementary work force at Fort Union. The project was well founded
upon a large cadre of highly trained, professional NPS excavators who (at a minimum) held a B.A. degree in anthropol-
ogy. With a few exceptions, all had numerous seasons of field experience behind them before they came to work at Fort
Union. Volunteers always worked in tandem with one of these professionals and were under constant supervision.

I would also like to point out that I agree with Dr. Huey’s assessment of NPS historic site interpretation. I believe that
the parks would benefit from the processual perspective that the anthropological approach offers. Unfortunately, the
interpretive approach generally followed at these parks is exactly that which Huey describes. It appears to be an in-
grained characteristic of NPS interpretation and will probably not change in the near future. The continuation of the
interpreters’ focus upon a “typical” year or the “high point” in a site’s development is a reflection of the general absence
of anthropological training within the upper echelons of the NPS.

The majority of the issues raised by Huey relate to NPS policy for interpretation and reconstruction as well as archeol-
ogical ethics. Although these issues are extremely complex, I believe I can address many of his concerns by providing a
brief administrative and interpretive history of the Fort Union site.

The plan to reconstruct Fort Union has been an active goal of many North Dakota and Montana citizens for over 60
years. Although a rebuilt trading post has always been supported as a means of promoting public education about early
western history, one of the driving forces (if not the major factor) behind this proposal was the irregular nature of the
region’s economy, based upon agriculture and the exploitation of dwindling deposits of crude oil. To the local commu-
nity, the dream of Fort Union’s reconstruction has held promise for tourism, and thus for jobs and increased revenues
during hard times.

The original proposal to rebuild Fort Union appears to have been made in 1925. The residents of the nearby town of
Mondak depended upon agriculture, the sale of liquor to the citizens of North Dakota (a dry state), and the railroad.
Early in the 1920s, the railroad shut down its Mondak station, prohibition put an end to its largest and most consistent
revenue source, and the region’s farmers were suffering through another devastating drought. The reconstruction was
seen as a means of preserving the dying town’s existence by drawing tourist dollars from passing passenger trains.

During the late 1920s and early 1930s, various people spent a great deal of time and energy trying to get some govern-
mental agency (including the NPS) to acquire the site. The local citizenry finally convinced the State of North Dakota to
buy the site in 1939. During its 25 years of stewardship, the State Historical Society of North Dakota continued to
promote the reconstruction goal. Fortunately for the site’s archeological resources (given the way reconstruction was
usually implemented in the 1930s), funds were never allocated by the state government for this purpose.

When the NPS acquired the site in 1965, it willingly embraced reconstruction as the best means of interpreting Fort
Union. By the 1970s, however, conservation of archeological resources became the new ethical standard for the Service,
and reconstruction was increasingly discouraged. The archeological site was interpreted much in the way that Dr. Huey
suggests. Structures were outlined with ropes and signs were provided for each identifying its function within the post.
The positions of the fort palisades were made visually apparent with unmown strips of grass. A model of the fort was
prepared and used to explain how the fort was built and how various elements functioned. Nevertheless, these interpre-
tive devices were never considered anything more than temporary by many in the NPS who believed that Fort Union
could not be interpreted adequately without the public actually being able to see and feel the physical structure itself.

Of course, the NPS interpretive position was wholeheartedly embraced by the region’s citizens, and they were able to
exert pressure to make the reconstruction a reality. Pressure focused upon the Congress resulted in legislation passed in
November 1978, calling for a reconstruction study for Fort Union. This document (completed by historians, architects,
and archeologists in the Rocky Mountain Regional Office in 1979) indicated that an abundance of historical documenta-
tion was available for Fort Union’s structures. Detailed descriptions were provided in a variety of journals, letters, and
published works. Further, many views of the structural complex (inside and out) had been made by numerous artists
and photographers during the nearly 40 years of its existence. The fort was particularly well documented between 1851
and the fort’s destruction in 1867. On this basis, 1851 became the time specified for any future reconstruction effort.
Further, archeological testing between 1968 and 1972 indicated that subsurface structural preservation was very good.
Therefore, archeology could (and later did) provide many of the then unknown architectural details (such as dimensions
of structures and structural elements, method of construction, and hardware) necessary for an “authentic” reconstruc-
tion effort.

The final push to reconstruction came with the return of economic hard times to the Fort Union region. With the
collapse of the oil market and the agricultural crisis in the early 1980s, the political forces of Montana and (particularly)
North Dakota were able to coalesce into a very powerful entity. As a result, the NPS was required to initiate the recon-

struction of Fort Union in 1986.
(continued on page 4)
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As Dr. Huey has pointed out, from the ethical perspective of cultural resource conservation and preservation, testing
and conserving the majority of the site was the clear course to take. Many within the NPS archeological community
(including myself) tended to favor this option. As reconstruction was inevitable, the NPS Midwest Archeological Center
(MWAC) promoted test excavations at Fort Union and subsequent construction of the fort near its original location but
not on the site of its actual foundations. This was also the approach favored by the North Dakota State Historic Preser-
vation Officer, the Montana State Historic Preservation Officer, and the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation.

Unfortunately, reconstruction on-site has been NPS policy since 1975. Further, some within the NPS considered off-
site reconstruction to be an “absurd” option (several told me so directly) because the reconstruction “would not be be-
lievable” from the perspective of the lay person unless it was situated directly upon its historic site. The recommenda-
tion of the archeologists was further hampered by the time frame demanded by Congress. So little time was available for
project planning that archeological concerns and suggestions were unable to move very far up the administrative ladder.
Within weeks of MWAC's proposal, a decision was made by NPS Director William Penn Mott, Jr., to reconstruct Fort
Union on its original site.

Early in the planning process, the staff at the regional office believed there was no remaining obstacle to Fort Union’s
reconstruction. Their stated position was that the site had been excavated in 1968 and 1972 and that no elements of any
importance remained. MWAC quickly pointed out (and proved during the 1986 excavations) that there was consider-
able evidence for many important subsurface elements at the site; excavations there had either consisted of tests or had
not been continued to culturally sterile levels. The only recourse was the total excavation of those site elements which
were scheduled for construction and destruction.

As noted in my article, these excavations took place between 1986 and 1988, often alongside the construction. As an
aside, I certainly think that the archeology could have contributed much more to the reconstruction if it could have been
planned and carried out prior to the actual construction rather than coinciding with it. The NPS historical architect re-
sponsible for design and implementation of the reconstruction agrees with this perspective. Delay would have also
allowed a more considered approach to the fieldwork and analysis, thereby allowing the archeologists to contribute
much more to our present and future understanding of the fur and robe trade society. However, we can’t always have
things the way we want them.

The Fort Union reconstruction project has had both its bad and good components. On the negative side, much of the
nationally important archeological resource at Fort Union Trading Post National Historic Site has been destroyed. On
the positive side, the public now has a beautifully and carefully reconstructed mid-19th century fur/robe trading post to
visit. From the archeological perspective, we have learned a great deal about Fort Union during the past several years.
The immense database derived from those efforts will allow students of the American fur/robe trade to continue to
learn even more during the years to come. Further, significant portions of the site (including most of the 1829-1832 fort
structures and the post-1832 dwelling range, ice house, store range, courtyard, outbuildings, and other subsidiary
features) remain intact. All of these resources (the extant portions of the site, the archeological data, and the material
culture) will continue to represent a viable and extremely important research base for decades to come.

I have outlined a program of research and publication which, if fully funded, will take up to 10 years to complete. The
result will be a variety of publications directed toward a wide range of the American public (including children and
adults, historians, anthropologists, and archeologists). With the completion of the excavations, however, I have to admit
that there have been funding delays during the transition between fieldwork and laboratory work. These delays have
resulted in the loss of several key researchers and the majority of the laboratory staff, and have brought the laboratory
work and analysis to a virtual halt. Nevertheless, I have been assured that the NPS intends to stand by its promise to
provide the funding necessary to meet its reporting and curation responsibilities and is currently looking for a means to
financially support this program.

I hope that I have been able to respond to some of the more important issues that Dr. Huey has raised.  am not a
proponent of reconstruction in our Nation’s parks and I don’t expect that view to change. Nevertheless, from an overall
perspective, I believe the positive contributions at Fort Union Trading Post have outweighed the negative.

Sincerely,

William J. Hunt, Jr.

Dr. William Hunt is supervisory archeologist, Midwest Archeological Center, National Park Service.
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To Reconstruct or Not to Reconstruct:
An Overview of NPS Policy and Practice

Barry Mackintosh

ort Union Trading Post National

Historic Site is only the latest bat-
tleground on which reconstruction
adversaries have clashed. Recon-
struction has probably aroused more
controversy over the years than any
other cultural resource management
activity of the National Park Service.
Surely in no other realm have outside
pressures been more keenly felt nor
has practice diverged more obvi-
ously from policy. Typically, local
community interests, aided by their
elected representatives and often
abetted by park personnel, have
favored reconstruction projects;
CRM professionals in Washington,
citing policies they have forged, have
resisted; and management decision-
makers have come down on which-
ever side has seemed more likely to
serve both the public interest and
their personal survival.

Avid anti-reconstructionists have
sometimes gone so far as to claim
that the NPS, being a preservation
organization, has no business under-
taking reconstruction, which is not
preservation but the creation of new
structures simulating old ones.
Unfortunately for their case, the
Historic Sites Act of 1935 explicitly
authorizes the bureau to “restore,
reconstruct, rehabilitate, preserve, and
maintain historic or prehistoric sites,
buildings, objects, and properties of
national historical or archaeological
significance . . .” (emphasis sup-
plied). And the National Historic
Preservation Act of 1966 as amended
in 1980 defines preservation to
include reconstruction.

The Historic Sites Act was in-
tended to sanction and support the
greatly expanded historic preserva-
tion program on which the Service
had lately embarked. That program
was inevitably influenced by Colo-
nial Williamsburg, the Nation'’s fore-
most preservation project of the time,
which embraced reconstruction on a
grand scale. At George Washington
Birthplace National Monument,
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acquired by the NPS in 1930, the
Service completed a rendition of the
long-vanished house in which the
first president was born. At Colonial
National Monument, another 1930
addition, the Service reconstructed
key earthworks on the Yorktown
battlefield. At Morristown National
Historical Park, established in 1933,
the Civilian Conservation Corps
reproduced typical soldiers” huts of
the Revolutionary War. Even before
the remains of Hopewell Furnace
became a national historic site in
1938, the CCC was employed under
NPS supervision to reconstruct
several features of that Pennsylvania
ironmaking complex.

Some of these reconstructions,
initiated by outside forces or inspired
by demands for Depression relief
projects, were less well conceived
and executed than they might have
been. The Washington’s birthplace
project, sponsored by a well-con-
nected private association, pro-
ceeded with little evidence of the
original house and less regard for
what evidence existed. The resulting
“memorial mansion,” as it was
euphemistically called, barely
resembled the birth house and was
found to be on the wrong site. This
and other early experiences caused
NPS officials to take a more restric-
tive stance by the mid-1930s.

At the second meeting of the Advi-
sory Board on National Parks,
Historic Sites, Buildings, and Monu-
ments in 1936, NPS Chief Historian
Verne E. Chatelain argued for inter-
pretive alternatives to reconstruction
at sites lacking physical remains. Re-
construction could entail an unwar-
ranted focus on one time period at
the expense of others, he felt: “Cer-
tainly if at Jamestown Island we
were to attempt to restore the first
Jamestown condition, we must
neglect a later Jamestown condition,
which is just as important histori-
cally.” He also noted the impact on
archeological remains: “Otherwise

intelligent people . . . seem not to see
that in taking steps to effect the resto-
ration of certain historic sites, they
are making a decision which may
mean the destruction of all the record
of a certain period of history, irre-
placeable in nature for all time to
come.”

Advisory board member Fiske
Kimball, a noted architectural
historian and restorationist, took a
more positive view of reconstruction.
Mentioning Jamestown, where only
subsurface foundations remained of
the early houses, he declared that “as
far as practical, we should rebuild
destroyed buildings on important
historic sites. Even the ruins are
more interesting, when used in a res-
toration.” Alfred V. Kidder, an
archeologist on the board, raised the
alternative of preserving building
foundations as ruins and reconstruct-
ing the buildings nearby for “mu-
seum purposes.”

A committee including these men
then formed to draft an NPS policy
on the “preservation, repair, restora-
tion, and reconstruction of historical
structures.” The resulting statement,
formally adopted by the NPS in 1937,
observed that “the motives govern-
ing these activities are several, often
conflicting: aesthetic, archeological
and scientific, and educational.”
Reconstruction prompted by educa-
tional motives could mean the
destruction of archeological evi-
dence. “It is well to bear in mind the
saying: ‘Better preserve than repair,
better repair than restore, better
restore than construct,”” the state-
ment declared. But it was not dog-
matic: because each of the motives
had value, “the ultimate guide must
be the tact and judgment of the men
in charge.” Overall, the statement
was less restrictive of reconstruction
than later partisans quoting only the
“better preserve than repair . . .”
phrase would have it.

(continued on page 6)
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To Reconstruct or Not to Reconstruct
(continued from page 5)

NPS preservation professionals
remained unenthusiastic about
reconstruction, none more so than
architect Albert H. Good. His elo-
quence on the subject in Park and
Recreation Structures, published by
the NPS in 1938, is worth quoting at
length:

The curse of most historical restora-
tions, reconstructions, or re-creations is
an almost irresistible urge to gild the
lily. Why persons charged with
bringing authenticity to something out
of the past feel licensed to indulge their
personal tastes and fancies in the
direction of improving on known
historical or structural fact is not
understandable, but it is almost always
the rule. As an instance, the chimney
on a pioneer cabin was typically a
strictly practical affair, utilizing no
more materials than were needed to
encase the flues, and, if it were on the
exterior of the cabin, resulted in
something probably ungainly and
spindling in appearance by today’s
standards. The current fashionable
silhouette in chimneys is something
very much more stocky and ample.
The result? Present day reconstructions
of the pioneer’s cabin generally are
garnished with chimneys proportioned
to the tastes of today, and the gaunt
and gawky utilitarian aspect of the
frontier type is completely missed. . . .

Wherever it is proposed to restore or
reconstruct anything with pretensions
to historical value, there should always
be on hand a stubborn horse-sensible
codger, skeptical enough to ask “Why?
and too smart-headed to mistake mere
enthusiasm and sentiment for a right
answer. He should be crowned with
laurel forthwith, enthroned as chair-
man of the project, and charged to ask
“Why?” at half-hour intervals until the
proposal is tabled or the keys to the
finished project are turned over to the
Park Authority. . . .

Chairman Smart knows that mis-
guided efforts in so-called restoration
have forever lost to us much that was
authentic, if crumbling. He is aware
that the faint shadow of the genuine
often makes more intelligent appeal to
the imagination than the crass and
visionary replica. He recognizes that
for a group to materialize largely out
of thin air its arbitrary conception of
what is fitting and proper is to trespass
the right and privilege of the individ-
ual to re-create vanished or near-
vanished things within his own
imagination.

The most notable reconstruction
controversy at the end of the prewar
decade involved the McLean House
at Appomattox Court House, where
Robert E. Lee had surrendered to
Ulysses S. Grant in 1865. In this case
there was good evidence of the
building’s location and appearance;
many of its dismantled bricks even
remained on site. In 1939 Superinten-
dent Branch Spalding joined local
interests in urging reconstruction of
the house and other community
buildings to better interpret rural
Virginia society during the Civil
War. Chief Historian Ronald F. Lee
was opposed; he preferred to display
the foundations and interpret the
three-dimensional house through
drawings, photographs, and “possi-
bly a model of the building exhibited
in a museum on the area.” But in the
“second surrender of Lee at Appo-
mattox” he yielded to strong local
opinion, and the NPS reconstructed
the McLean House after the war.
Later it rebuilt the nearby courthouse
as the park’s visitor center and
museum, an unusual “adaptive
reconstruction” obviating a modern
intrusion upon the historic land-
scape. Even the most vigorous anti-
reconstructionists have generally
conceded the appropriateness and
effectiveness of the work done at
Appomattox.

Not so at Fort Caroline, perhaps
the most egregious reconstruction
attempt in the National Park System
after Washington'’s birthplace. Fort
Caroline National Memorial in
Jacksonville, Florida, contains no
remains of the short-lived 16th-
century French settlement it com-
memorates. The site of the earth and
timber fort was presumably lost to
the St. Johns River a century or more
ago. This did not dampen the local
congressman’s desire to reconstruct
the fort, and the NPS capitulated to
his persistence on the subject in 1963-
64. The modern Fort Caroline,
executed on fill at the riverbank,
reflected major compromises with
the sketchy data available on its
predecessor. It was significantly
smaller and contained none of the
buildings known to have been
present originally. The difficulty of
maintaining an earthen parapet
forced the substitution of cinder-
block, plainly visible despite efforts
to cultivate a grassy veneer from sod
layered between the blocks. The

result was so obviously counterfeit
that no one could mistake it for the
original—perhaps its only virtue.

Several other forts became centers
of major reconstruction activity in
the following years. Fort Vancouver
National Historic Site in Washington
lay in the district of the chairman of
the House subcommittee responsible
for NPS appropriations. When she
expressed an interest in rebuilding
that 19th-century post, the NPS had
good reason to comply. Archeologi-
cal remains enabled much better
results than at Fort Caroline, but as
in virtually all reconstructions, gaps
in the physical and documentary
records had to be filled by conjec-
ture.

The congressman of the district
containing Fort Scott, Kansas, also
exerted influence as an active mem-
ber of the House subcommittee on
parks. From 1965 to 1978, when he
finally succeeded in bringing the fort
under NPS administration, he
obtained large appropriations for
several reconstruction projects there.
Service professionals had little
enthusiasm for Fort Scott, whose
significance they judged marginal,
and for the reconstructions, based in
some instances on inadequate
historical evidence.

Following extensive archeological
and historical research yielding
relatively good data, the Service also
reconstructed Fort Stanwix in Rome,
New York, and Bent’s Old Fort,
Colorado, between 1974 and 1976.
These large-scale projects were
embraced more willingly by the
Service but again owed much to
public and political intervention.

Fort Stanwix, which had figured in
the Revolutionary War, was one of
several noteworthy reconstructions
undertaken for the American Revolu-
tion Bicentennial. At the centerpiece
of the Bicentennial, Independence
National Historical Park in Philadel-
phia, two long-gone houses were
slated for reconstruction. One was
the Graff House, where Thomas
Jefferson had drafted the Declaration
of Independence in 1776. Reasonably
good evidence permitted a reasona-
bly accurate replica. But the $1.4
million project was not completed
without controversy within and
beyond the NPS. NPS preservation-
ists who felt that the house was not
sufficiently important to warrant
such attention found themselves
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