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FOREWORD 

As a part of the National Park Service's mission to protect and interpret its resources, it is 
important to make valuable historical information readily available. To further that goal, I 
am pleased to present this volume in our occasional series of publications on the 
Intermountain Region's past. 

This history is the second of a two-volume administrative history of Capitol Reef National 
Park. Volume I reviews the area's natural and early cultural history, and then recounts 
Capitol Reefs designation first as a national monument and later as a national park. 
Volume II consists of a series topical chapters relating to resources issues, including 
grazing, water rights, mining, and road rights-of-way. Written by Bradford Frye as his 
Master's Thesis at Eastern Washington University, this comprehensive history will aid 
present and future managers in both protecting valuable resources at Capitol Reef and at 
serving their public. 

John E. Cook 
Director 
Intermountain Region 

Mission: As the nation's principal conservation agency, the Department of the Interior 
has responsibility for most of our nationally-owned public lands and natural and cultural 
resources. This includes fostering wise use of our land and water resources, protecting 
our fish and wildlife, preserving the environmental and cultural values of our national 
parks and historical places, and providing for the enjoyment of life through outdoor 
recreation. The Department assesses our energy and mineral resources and works to 
assure that their development is in the best interests of all our people. The Department 
also promotes the goals of the Take Pride in American campaign by encouraging 
stewardship and citizen responsibility for the public lands and promoting citizen 
participation in their care. The Department also has a major responsibility for American 
Indian reservation communities and for people who live in Island Territories under the 
U.S. Administration. NPS-D-73 
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ABSTRACT 

This two-volume document recounts the natural, cultural, and National Park Service 
administrative history of Capitol Reef National Park, in south-central Utah. Volume I 
provides an introductory look at the geology of the Waterpocket Fold, Native American 
occupation, and Euro-American exploration and settlement. Following those chapters are 
more detailed chronicles of the 1937 establishment Capitol Reef National Monument, the 
resources-related issues that arose from that act, a variety of expansion proposals, and the 
final re-designation of Capitol Reef as a national park in 1971. Volume II comprises a 
series of topical chapters detailing resource issues that arose decades ago at Capitol Reef, 
but which remain controversial to this day. 

The purpose of this administrative history is to help park managers understand the cultural 
and political milieu surrounding modern park issues. This historical grounding will help 
those managers to understand the widely varying needs and attitudes of the park's 
stakeholders, and the implications that their decisions might have for Capitol Reefs 
resources and its neighbors. 
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CHAPTER 12 

GRAZING AND CAPITOL REEF NATIONAL PARK: 

A HISTORIC STUDY 

Livestock grazing has been the most dominant and frustrating resource issue throughout 
Capitol Reef National Park's history. Because of the inherent conflicts between the local 
dependence on livestock and the limited-use, preservation philosophy of the National Park 
Service, grazing management has become a target issue for park managers, neighboring 
federal agencies, local communities, and single-use advocates. 

For all the attention that grazing has received at Capitol Reef, there has yet to be 
commissioned a comprehensive history of livestock management and its impacts from the 
19th century to the present. This history, nonetheless, proposes to answer some of the 
key questions about the nature, origin, and impacts of past grazing practices, and to 
describe National Park Service grazing management at Capitol Reef since the area's initial 
designation as a national monument. 

Over the past 100 years, grazing became interwoven into the cultural and economic fabric 
of south-central Utah. During this time, the desert areas serving as traditional winter 
grazing range were heavily used and abused. When the National Park Service brought its 
limited-use philosophy to Capitol Reef in the late 1930s, conflict was inevitable. A lack of 
National Park Service attention and understanding, together with the agency's desire for 
quick solutions, exacerbated tensions. The steel of federal preservation management 
struck against the flint of local lifestyles has sparked ongoing grazing management 
conflicts at Capitol Reef National Park. Underlying reasons for these disputes must be 
analyzed and understood if the cycle of lingering conflict is to be broken so a new, more 
cooperative relationship among all parties can be created. 

Chapter 12 is organized into seven sections. The first three sections establish the 
historical context by discussing how traditional livestock practices and federal grazing 
management evolved, first in Utah and elsewhere in the West, and then in the Waterpocket 
Fold country where Capitol Reef National Park is today. It was during this early period 
that many of the lands now within the national park were altered by a combination of 
overgrazing, drought, and economic fluctuations. This was also the time when the first 
regulation was attempted. Those early efforts at grazing management by the U.S. Forest 
Service (USFS) and what later evolved into the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) have 
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had a significant effect on the livestock industry and the local relationship with federal land 
management agencies. 

The remaining four sections of Chapter 12 primarily focus on grazing management at 
Capitol Reef as it evolved from a small national monument to a sprawling national park. 
From the monument's establishment in 1937, through the controversial expansion and park 
designation in 1971, to the grazing phaseout debates, Capitol Reef managers struggled to 
find ways to protect lands already used by cattle. By the time a partial buyout of grazing 
permits was possible in the late 1980s, the previous conflicts had left scars that may persist 
for years. 

The sources researched for this study came primarily from the National Park Service 
records, Record Group 79, found in Capitol Reef National Park's archives, 
superintendent's and resource management files, and at the National Archives, Rocky 
Mountain Region (now, Intermountain Region) in Denver. The records of the Bureau of 
Land Management, Record Group 49, were also examined in the National Archives, 
Denver, and at the Henry Mountain Resource Area files in Hanksville and Escalante, Utah. 
United States Forest Service records pertaining to areas adjacent to Capitol Reef were 
reviewed in Teasdale and Loa, Utah. The author thanks Keith Durfey for his help in 
examining these local BLM and USFS records. 

Other primary documents came from the Utah State Historical Society archives and the 
special collections at Utah State University in Logan. Secondary sources and interviews 
provide additional insight and case examples. For more detailed background information 
such as a physical and historical description of the Capitol Reef area, see Volume I of this 
history. Copies of the legislation that established the monument and the park are provided 
in the appendix to Volume I. 

The Evolution of Grazing in Utah 

Vegetation Before the Introduction of Domestic Livestock 

The focus of this study is the history of grazing management, but the actual impact of 
livestock on the park's natural resources is an important part of this history. Since ardent 
disagreement exists over the nature and severity of those resource impacts, it is important 
first to document vegetation changes within Capitol Reef National Park. The information 
provided here, however, is only a cursory look. For more detailed information, consult 
the appropriate management documents or specific grazing studies, which are listed in the 
bibliography at the end of this chapter. 

While there have been a variety of historic and scientific accounts describing range 
conditions throughout Utah and the West, the isolation of Wayne and Garfield Counties 
prevented the recording of any comprehensive, scientific descriptions of vegetation before 
the 1930s. The descriptions and oral testimonies used to reconstruct earlier conditions, 
while illustrative, are not complete or systematic. Nevertheless, virtually every account, 
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whether of Utah in general or the Waterpocket Fold region of Capitol Reef in particular, 

documents considerable vegetation change over the past 100 years.1 

Utah's pre-settlement vegetation of the 4,000-to-7,000-foot range of elevation, which 

describes most of Capitol Reef, is described as follows: 

Where the soils and the moisture supply was somewhat more favorable 
than ordinary, as along stream courses, the wheatgrasses and giant 
ryegrasses predominated. On drier sites sagebrush was proportionately 
more abundant but bore grasses between the sages in considerable 
amounts. Practically always the plant cover was dominantly a mixture of 
wheatgrass (or ryegrass) and sagebrush.2 

The first known written description of Utah came from the journal of Friar Francisco 
Silvestre Velez de Escalante. Escalante, along with his fellow Franciscan, Francisco 
Atanasio Dominguez, circled around the Colorado Plateau in 1776. According to the 
journal, Utah Valley, near present-day Provo, contained bountiful "pasturage" that 
recently had burned. Escalante postulated that the area's native inhabitants were burning 
the grasses to prevent the friars' party, with its small herd of horses, from entering their 
lands. There are many accounts of American Indian people burning areas to maintain 

1 General range condition surveys for Utah consulted for this study include George Stewart, "Historic 
Records Bearing on Agricultural and Grazing Ecology in Utah," Journal of Forestry 28, No. 13 
(1930):362-374; John Wesley Powell, Land of the Arid Region. With More Detailed Account of the Lands 
of Utah (1878; reprint, edited by Wallace Stegner, Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard 
University, 1962), Chapters 1, 2, 6; "History of Grazing in Utah," Works Progress Administration 
Writers' Project study, 1940, Manuscript Collection #8, Box 4, Special Collections, Utah State University 
Library, Logan (hereafter referred to as WPA Grazing History); and Walter P. Cottam, "The Impact of 
Man on the Flora of the Bonneville Basin," pamphlet A55, Utah State University Special Collections, 
Utah State University Library. 

Vegetation reports more specific to south-central Utah include Herbert C. Gregory, ed., "Diary of 
Almon Harris Thompson," Utah Historical Quarterly, 7, No. 1-3 (1939):80-89; Don D. Fowler, ed., 
"Photographed All the Best Scenery" Jack Hillers's Diary of the Powell Expeditions, 1871-1875 (Salt Lake 
City: University of Utah Press, 1972), 119-123; Herbert C. Gregory and R. C. Moore, Kaiparowits Region: 
A Geographical and Geologic Reconnaissance of Parts of Utah and Arizona, Geological Survey 
Professional Paper 164 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Geological Survey, 1931), 24-35; Charles B. Hunt, 
Geology and Geography of the Henry Mountains Region, Utah. Geological Survey Professional Paper 228 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Geological Survey, 1953), 27-36; U.S. Forest Service, "History of Dixie National 
Forest" and "Dixie Range Prior to 1945," Dixie National Forest History Files, Utah State Historical 
Society Archives; Charles Kelly, "Reminiscences of Howard Blackburn as Told to Charles Kelly," 1 
March 1946, Charles Kelly Unpublished Writings, Capitol Reef National Park Unprocessed Archives; 
Kenneth L. Cole, "A Survey of the Fossil Packrat Middens and Reconstruction of the Pregrazing 
Vegetation of Capitol Reef National Park," Final Report to Capitol Reef National Park, 9 October 1992, 
Capitol Reef Resource Management Files. 

2 Stewart, "Historic Records of Ecology in Utah," 364. 
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grasslands and otherwise manipulating natural resources well in advance of European 
settlement.3 

Closer to Capitol Reef, Dr. Almon H. Thompson, who led John Wesley Powell's 1872 
survey party through the Waterpocket Fold, commented that the abundant grasses on 
Boulder Mountain would someday be "a perfect paradise for the ranchers."4 Expedition 
photographer Jack Hillers described the lush grasses and evidence of the first known cattle 
to graze in the vicinity of lower Pleasant Creek, perhaps within today's park boundaries: 

This is the great hiding [place] of the Indians and many heads [of cattle] 
have found their way in here, all stolen from the Mormons, who never 
suspected for a moment that their friends the Utes would do the like, but 
thinking the Navajos the guilty party....They never dreamed that here the 
Indians feasted on broiled steak. Wild oats grow here the same as 
cultivated does anywhere else but not so heavy.5 

Many of the first ranchers in southern Utah also recalled abundant, tall grass. Dixie 
National Forest Ranger William Hurst documented a 1935 conversation with Elias Hatch, 
one of the original ranchers in the area. Hatch recalled that, prior to livestock grazing on 
the eastern boundary of the forest, there was no sagebrush on nearby mountains, and 
forage consisted of "a heavy stand of pershia, snowberry, choice grasses, and weeds." 6 

Ranger Hurst noted that this description was accurate, supported by numerous other 
ranchers and by his own observations. Iinterviews corroborate the latest scientific 
evidence that range vegetation at Capitol Reef itself has changed during historic times. 

For instance, the monument's first superintendent, Charles Kelly, recorded the 
observations of several older ranchers regarding the altered condition of the range. For 
instance, Kelly made one trip east of Hanksville in the company of an old cowhand, Court 
Stewart (whose name is inscribed in Capitol Gorge). Stewart looked at some rather bare 
ground and commented that, when he was a kid, that spot ~ in fact, the whole desert ~ 
"had grass on it that would rub the stirrups on a horse."7 

3 Ibid., 369. Walter Cottam, "The Impact of Man on the Flora," has an excellent summary of the 
effect of fires started by American Indians on Utah's pre-settlement vegetation. 

* Gregory, ed., "Diary of Almon Harris Thompson," 83. 
5 Don D. Fowler, ed. Photographed All the Best Scenery, 121. 
6 William Hurst, "Range Conditions at Time of Settlement," 14 October 1935, File 1680, Dixie 

National Forest History Files, Utah State Historical Society Archives, 1-2. 
7 Charles Kelly, interview with Lenard Brown, 26 May 1969, reel-to-reel tape and transcript, 

Capitol Reef National Park Archives, 29. 
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Howard Blackburn, another early cattleman in Wayne County, also remembered the land 
before settlement. Blackburn told Kelly in 1946 about his first trip through what is now 
the heart of Capitol Reef National Park, in about 1881: 

Sulphur Creek was then a tiny stream and had cut no canyon. Dirty Devil 
river was not more than a rod wide, its course thickly lined with willows. 
Most of the valley at Fruita was covered with a heavy growth of squaw 
bushes...The whole country, now an almost barren desert, was then heavy 
with tall grass.8 

These accounts and a glance at the landscape today suggest that the vegetation covering 
the ranges of Capitol Reef has indeed substantially changed. The rugged, slickrock nature 
of the region has naturally limited grazing to the flatter, more open areas on the flanks 
surrounding the towering Waterpocket Fold. Grazed lands in the northern Cathedral 
Valley, southern Sandy Creek, Bitter Creek, and Halls Creek areas have always supported 
sparse vegetation. Yet, where bunch grasses and willows once dominated, cheatgrass, 
snakeweed, and tamarisk (all exotics or recent invaders) have become abundant. Large 
areas of grasses grow in some locations, while other areas have a few grass clumps only a 
couple of inches high.9 

Based on analysis of preserved plant remains, Kenneth Cole's 1992 "Survey of Fossil 
Packrat Middens" offers a scientific reconstruction of vegetation cover prior to domestic 
livestock grazing. Cole cautions that his examination of packrat middens in the Hartnet 
Draw area in the northern end of the park and the Halls Creek drainage in the southern 
end of the park is not definitive. Nevertheless, he did establish that the vegetation 
collected by packrats for constructing their nests changed dramatically over the past 100 
years. This change reflects the availability of plants in the local environment, where the 
rodents collect their materials. While Cole noted some cyclical change among the older 
varieties, such as certain grasses, pinyon, and winterfat, he observed: 

None of the Presettlement middens are as different from the other 
Presettlement middens as are The Postsettlement middens. This suggests 
that recent changes in vegetation have been more severe than previous 
natural changes. In particular, at Hartnet Draw, where the time series of 
middens near one site yield the most reliable results, the vegetation changes 
occurring the last 100 years were more severe than any that had occurred 

8 Kelly, "Reminiscences of Howard Blackburn," 1 March 1946, Charles Kelly Unpublished 
Writings, Capitol Reef Unprocessed Archives, 2-3. 

9 Stanley L. Welsh, "Range Conditions Survey of Hartnet and Sandy III Allotments, Capitol Reef 
National Park, Utah," July 1982, prepared for National Park Service, Capitol Reef National Park, 
Resource Management Files, 2-6; Cole, "A Survey of Fossil Packrat Middens," 23. For more detailed 
accounts of the present vegetative cover at Capitol Reef see Susan E. Meyer, Places in the Sun: Story of 
Capitol Reef Plants (Capitol Reef Natural History Association, 1990) and the numerous studies 
coordinated by the Division of Resource Management & Science, Capitol Reef National Park. 

263 



during the prior 5400 years. This perspective of natural variation 
emphasizes the extreme severity of the recent vegetation changes.10 

The fact that plant communities covering the arid plateau lands of southern Utah have 
changed is well substantiated. What now needs to be established is exactly how and when 
the changes occurred. If grazing caused today's comparatively depleted or altered 
rangeland, did these changes occur recently, historically, or cumulatively? What activities 
or policies caused the present landscape legacy? By placing grazing at Capitol Reef into 
its historical context and developing an understanding of when and how livestock 
management has evolved in the Waterpocket Fold country, present and future managers at 
Capitol Reef will be better equipped to make long-range policy decisions. 

Early Utah Settlement and Grazing Patterns 

The organized Mormon settlement of Utah, being different from settlement elsewhere in 
the American West, has left distinctive imprints on grazing history. The early communal 
herds, a spiritual belief in land stewardship, and significant control by Mormon Church 
officials resulted in a different tradition of grazing practices here. Yet, despite the best of 
intentions, the abundant ranges of Utah began to see almost immediate depletion This 
resulted from a lack of knowledge about arid environments, the influx of large, non-
Mormon owned herds, and the rapid "Americanization" of Mormon grazing practices that 
ensued.11 

The first arrivals to the foothills east of the Great Salt Lake in the late 1840s were from 
the Midwest, as were the stock they brought with them. Geographically isolated from 
new livestock breeds and the spread of customs dubbed the "Texas Invasion," Utah 
Mormons were able to establish their small herds in Utah before the huge, non-Mormon-
owned herds arrived in the 1870s.12 

The first outlying settlements north and south of Salt Lake City were founded near rivers 
emerging from the Wasatch and Oquirrh Mountains. Factors considered when deciding 
the suitability of a new settlement site included: 

The presence of good soil, water enough for irrigation and for livestock, 
and timber supplies suitable for buildings, fences, fuel, and farm uses, and 
native forages for feed....The agricultural needs of the Mormon people 

10 Cole, 24-25. 
1' The best accounts of early Mormon grazing practices are found in the WPA Grazing History, 

Chapters 1 and 4, Charles Peterson, "Grazing in Utah: A Historical Perspective," Utah Historical 
Quarterly 57. No. 4 (Fall 1989): 300-319; Dan L. Flores, "Agriculture, Mountain Ecology, and the Land 
Ethic: Phases of the Environmental History of Utah," in John R. Wunder, ed., Working the Range: Essays 
on the History of Western Land Management and the Environment, Contributions in Economics and 
Economic History No. 61 (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1985). 

12 Peterson, "Grazing in Utah," 301. The rise and spread of the cattle industry after the Civil War is 
best told in Walter Prescott Webb, The Great Plains (Boston: Ginn and Company, 1931), 205-244. 
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founding Utah were (a) for areas of dependable land for cultivation, (b) 
irrigation water, (c) for nearby forage suitable as feed for horses, oxen, and 
farm livestock, and (d) sufficient range forage in the mountains, foothills, 
and semidesert valleys not immediately adjacent to the settlements to 
support range livestock. Permanent occupation depended in a large 
measure on the proper combination of all four of these resources.13 

Since most of the meager lumber supply was used for house and barn construction, and 
because the settlements were springing up so quickly, the individual herds of cattle and 
sheep were gathered into common grounds for community herding.14 Most Mormon 
families had at least a few head of cattle and sheep producing milk, cheese, wool, and 
meat. Customarily, groups of boys would assemble the numerous small herds each 
morning, and range the stock "on the nearby foothills in summer or flats in winter," 
bringing them back in the evening.15 This kind of cooperative, town-based herding was 
distinctly different from the Hispanic and Texan traditions of expansive, open range 
ranching that were adopted elsewhere in the West throughout the 1860s and 1870s. Most 
distinctive of Mormon ranching practices, however, was the role of the church in 
governing the range and molding cultural attitudes towards the land. 

Mormon Cultural Influences on Grazing 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints inarguably established among its members 
a certain regard toward the land. It also created a kind of Mormon perspective, which 
viewed "outsiders" as threatening to property rights and traditional lifestyles. 

Like many rural residents of the American West, Mormon livestock owners viewed the 
land in terms of its economic potential. To the settlers of the arid and semi-arid 
landscapes that predominate throughout Southern Utah, the country was economically 
useless except for grazing. A strong spiritual confidence and the need to succeed and 
spread motivated church members to ranch on the forbidding open lands of Southern Utah 
~ and to make those lands produce. Modern resistance to preserving these public lands as 
wilderness or national parks is rooted in these same religious and economic motivations. 

Many biblical references are interpreted by Mormons as ordaining their settlement of Utah. 
Perhaps the clearest is Isaiah 2:2: "And it shall come to pass in the last days, that the 
mountain of the Lord's house shall be established in the top of the mountains, and shall be 
exalted above the hills; and all nations shall flow unto it."16 

13 Stewart, "Historic Records of Ecology in Utah," 362-364. 
14 Charles S. Peterson, "Grazing in Utah," 301. 
15 WPA Grazing History, Chapter 1, 9. 
16 Isaiah 2:2, Holy Bible [King James version]. Interpretation of this and other verses is offered by 

the author in consultation with Mormon friends and co-workers. 
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