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A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 

This is a brief statement of the history and organization of the 

National Park Service. It is the story of an organization whose tradi­

tions are rooted in the civic consciousness which gave birth to the na­

tional park idea; and of the men and women whose careers have been dedi­

cated to that idea. It is offered to all who are engaged in this work, 

for the purpose of making them familiar with the origin, functions and 

objectives of the Service. Material contributed by various Branches and 

individuals is acknowledged with appreciation. This booklet was com­

piled and edited by James F. Kieley, associate recreational planner. 
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Lower Falls of the Yellowstone, Photographed by William H. Jackson in 
1878. 



THE NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 

The National Park Idea 

The idea of a "national park" must have jarred strangely the nine­
teenth century intellects upon which the words of a Montana lawyer fell 
as he spoke from the shadows of a campfire in the wilderness of the Yel­
lowstone one autumn night 70 years ago. For Cornelius Hedges addressed 
a generation dedicated to the winning of the West. He spoke at a time 
when stout hearted pioneers had their faces determinedly set toward the 
distant Pacific as they steadily pushed the frontier of civilization and 
industrialization across prairie and mountain range to claim the land 
for a Nation between the coasts. His plan was presented to men cast 
of that die—men whose courage and enterprise characterized the era in 
which they lived. 

But Cornelius Hedges had looked deeply into American character and 
was not disappointed. He counted upon the altruism which marked that 
character, and planted in it the ideal which instantly took root and has 
since flowered as one of America's greatest treasures: the national 
park system. Thus was a new social concept born to a Nation itself re­
born. 

The man who broached the national park idea to those men of coura­
geous spirit who comprised the Yfashburn-Langford-Doane Expedition for 
exploration of the Yellowstone was indeed the most courageous of all. 
This expedition of 1870 had set out at its own expense to investigate 
once and for all the incredible stories of natural wonders which had 
been coming out of the region for years, from the time the first scouts 
of fur trading companies blazed their trails across the fantastic won­
derland. They found that all of it was true, and that the tallest yarns 
of the wildest spinners of tales (except perhaps the notorious Jim 
Bridger, who later simply embellished what nature had already provided) 
could hardly outstrip what the eye itself beheld. Here were the geysers 
shooting their columns of boiling water and steam into the sky; here 
were the hot pools, the mud volcanoes, and other strange phenomena. 
Here were the gigantic falls of the Yellowstone River in its gorgeously 
tinted canyon a thousand feet deep. Here were the forests and the abun­
dance of wildlife in every form native to the region. Here, indeed, was 
a fairyland of unending wonders. 

As they sat around their campfire the night of September 19, 1870 
near the juncture of the Firehole and Gibbon Rivers (now called Madison 
Junction), the members of the party quite naturally fell to discussing 
the commercial value of such wonders, and laying plans for dividing per­
sonal claims to the land among the personnel of the expedition. It was 
into this eager conversation that Hedges introduced his revolutionary 
idea. He suggested that rather than capitalize on their discoveries, 
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Diorama of the Washlmirn-Langford-Doane Encampment at Which the "National 
Park Idea" Originated. 

the members of the expedition waive personal claims to the area and seek 
to have it set aside for all time as a reserve for the use and enjoyment 
of all the people. The instant approval which this idea received must 
have been gratifying to its author, for it was a superb expression of 
civic consciousness. 

As the explorers lay that night in the glow of dying embers, their 
minds were fired with a new purpose. In fact, some of them later ad­
mitted that prospects of the campaign for establishment of the Nation's 
first national park were so exciting that they found no sleep at all. 

This, then, was the birth of the national park idea. The idea be­
came a reality, and the reality developed into a system which, through 
the years, has grown to embrace 21,011,778.58 acres of land and water 
including 25 national parks, 80 national monuments, and 45 national his­
torical parks, national battlefields and other various classifications 
of areas. 

The advocates of the national park idea lost no time in following 
their plan through. First steps for carrying out the project to create 
Yellowstone National Park were taken at Helena, Montana, principally by 
Cornelius Hedges, Nathaniel P. Langford, and William H. Clagett. Fortu­
nately for the plan, Clagett had just been elected delegate to Congress 
from Montana and was in a splendid position to advance the cause. In 
Washington he and Langford drew up the park bill which was introduced in 
the House of Representatives by the Montana delegate on December 18, 
1871. During the preceding summer, the U. S. Geological Survey had 
changed its program of field work so as to give attention to the wonders 
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described by the civilian explorers. Two Government expeditions, one 
under Dr. F. V. Hayden and the other under Captains Barlow and Heap of 
the Engineer Corps of the Army, had traveled together in making Yellow­
stone studies. W. H. Jackson, who continues to this day to serve as a 
collaborator on national park studies, was a member of the Hayden party. 
He obtained a remarkably fine series of Yellowstone photographs, samples 
of which Dr. Hayden placed on the desks of all Senators and Congressmen. 
In other ways, Dr. Hayden joined Clagett and his Montana constituents 
in influencing the passage of the National Park Act. Finally a copy of 
it was carried personally by Mr. Clagett to the Senate where it was in­
troduced by Senator Pomeroy of Kansas. In response to a request from 
the House Committee on Public Lands for his opinion, the Secretary of 
the Interior endorsed the bill. The measure was put through after per­
haps the most intensive canvass accorded any bill, in which all the mem­
bers of Congress were personally visited and, with few exceptions, won 
over to its support.. It was adopted by the House on January 30, 1872, 
passed by the Senate on February 27, and received the signature of Pres­
ident Grant on March 1. 

For the first time the Government had acted to conserve land for a 
new purpose. The term "conservation," so commonly applied to coal, 
iron, or other raw materials of industry, was now applied to mountains, 
lakes, canyons, forests and other great and unusual works of nature, and 
interpreted in terms of public recreation. 

Early Growth and Administration 

The United States had a system of national parks for many years be­
fore it had a National Park Service. Even before establishment of Yel­
lowstone National Park in 1872 as "a public park or pleasuring-ground 
for the benefit and enjoyment of the people," the Government had shown 
some interest in public ownership of lands valuable from a social use 
standpoint. An act of Congress in 1832 established the Hot Springs Res­
ervation in Arkansas (which became a national park in 1921), although 
this area was set aside not for park purposes, but because of the medic­
inal qualities believed to be possessed by its waters. It was not until 
1890 that action was taken to create more national parks. That year saw 
establishment of Yo3emite, General Grant, and Sequoia National Parks in 
California, and nine years later Mount Rainier National Park was set 
aside in Washington. 

Soon after the turn of the century the chain of national parks grew 
larger. Most important since the Yellowstone legislation was an act of 
Congress approved June 8, 1906, known as the Antiquities Act, which gave 
the President authority "to declare by public proclamation historic 
landmarks, historic and prehistoric structures, and other objects of 
scientific interest that are situated upon the lands owned or controlled 
by the Government of the United States to be national monuments." 

In these early days the growing system of national parks and monu­
ments was administered under no particular organization. National parks 
were administered by the Secretary of the Interior, but patrolled by 
soldiers detailed by the Secretary of War much in the manner of forts 
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Above: U. S. Geological Survey Encampment at Odgen, Utah, 1871, Photo­
graphed by William H. Jackson. Below; Hayden Expedition of II. S. Geo­
logical Survey En Route to the Yellowstone Country, Photographed by 
William H. Jackson in 1871. 



and garrisons. This, of course, was quite necessary, in the early days, 
for the protection of areas situated in the "wild and woolly11 West. It 
is a fact that in this era highwaymen held up coaches and robbed visi­
tors to Yellowstone National Park, and poachers operated within the park 
boundaries. The national monuments were administered in various ways. 
Under the Act of 1906 monuments of military significance were turned 
over to the Secretary of War, those within or adjacent to national for­
ests were placed under the Department of Agriculture, and the rest—and 
greater number—were under the jurisdiction of the Department of the In­
terior. Chickamauga-Chattanooga National Military Park, established in 
1890 a3 the first Federal area of its type, was administered by the War 
Department. 

Under this disjointed method of operation, national parks and monu­
ments continued to be added to the list until 1915 when its very defi­
ciencies exposed the plan as unsatisfactory and inefficient. The vari­
ous authorities in charge of the areas began to see the need for system­
atic administration which would provide for the adoption of definite 
policies and make possible proper and adequate planning, development, 
protection, and conservation in the public interest. 

National Park Service Created 

Realizing the specialized nature of national park work and the de­
sirability of unifying the parks into one integrated system, Secretary 
of the Interior Franklin K. Lane in 1915 induced the late Stephen T. 
Mather to accept appointment as his assistant to take charge of park 
matters. A keen lover of the out-of-doors, Mr. Mather accepted the ap­
pointment because he saw in it an opportunity to devote his energies to 
the furtherance of national parks. Under his efficient leadership the 
work was coordinated and expanded, and, on August 25, 1916, President 
Wilson signed a bill creating the National Park Service as a separate 
bureau of the Department of the Interior. The Service was organized in 
1917. 

Senator Reed Smoot of Utah and Representative 'William Kent of Cali­
fornia sponsored the bills in Congress which resulted in establishment 
of the Service. Representative Kent's bill was passed by the House on 
July 1, 1916, and the Smoot bill was passed by the Senate as amended, 
August 5, 1916. (Mr. Kent had previously introduced three similar 
bills, and one had also been introduced in the House by Representative 
John E. Raker of California.) The Senate amendments were disagreed to 
by the House, and conferees were appointed to consider them. The con­
ference report was made and agreed to in the Senate on August 15, and in 
the House on August 22. 

Efforts to obtain the necessary legislation for establishment of 
the Service had, in fact, been carried on for many years. President 
Taft sent a special message to Congress on February 2, 1912, in which he 
said: "I earnestly recommend the establishment of a Bureau of National 
Parks. Such legislation is essential to the proper management of those 
wondrous manifestations of nature, so startling and so beautiful that 
everyone recognizes the obligations of the Government to preserve them 
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for the edification and recreation of the people." As the movement grew 
it involved the active support of many civic leaders interested in the 
conservation of lands for parks and recreation. Prominent among these 
was Dr. J. Horace McFarland of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, who is now a 
member of the Board of Directors of the American Planning and Civic As­
sociation. As president for 20 years of the former American Civic Asso­
ciation, which he founded, Dr. McFarland focused public opinion upon the 
need for a Government bureau to take charge of national parks. The act 
creating the Service was largely the result of consultation between of­
ficials of the Department of the Interior and Dr. McFarland, Frederick 
Law Olmsted, and the late Henry A. Barker, representing the American 
Civic Association. 

Dr. McFarland's efforts began as early as 1908 when he addressed a 
conference of governors called by President Theodore Roosevelt to con­
sider measures for conservation of the country's natural resources. He 
alone, among speakers at the conference, urged the conservation of scen­
ery. Said he: 

"The scenic value of all the national domain yet remaining should 
be jealously guarded as a distinctly important natural resource, and not 
as a mere incidental increment. In giving access for wise economic pur­
poses to forest and range, to valley and stream, the Federal Government 
should not for a moment overlook the safeguarding to the people of all 
the natural beauty now existing. That this may be done without prevent­
ing legitimate use of all the other natural resources is certain." 

The American Civic Association continued its support of the nation­
al park movement, devoting its 1911 and 1912 annual meetings to that 
subject. 'When Mr. Lane became Secretary of the Interior in President 
V/ilson's cabinet, Dr. McFarland called on him to urge the establishment 
of a bureau to administer the national parks. During the period preced­
ing enactment of the bill to create the Service, Dr. McFarland, Mr. Olm­
sted and others carried on negotiations for keeping Congress informed, 
and worked untiringly through the American Civic Association for passage 
of the bill. 

Merged in 1935 with the National Conference on City Planning to 
form the American Planning and Civic Association, the organization 
founded by Dr. McFarland continues its active support of the national 
parks. 

Mr. Mather became the first director of the National Park Service, 
and put into his work all the energy and enthusiasm possible for a true 
lover of nature and one who appreciated the importance of proper control 
of park areas in order to permit use without damage or destruction. He 
even spent large sums from his personal fortune to acquire needed addi­
tions of land for parks, or to further necessary development operations. 
He was forced by ill health to tender his resignation on January 8, 
1929. 

Mr. Mather was succeeded by Horace M. Albright, who had come into 
the new Bureau as assistant to the Director. Mr. Albright had also 
served for nine and one-half years as superintendent of Yellowstone Na­
tional Park, and thus was well grounded in the work when he assumed the 
directorship. Under his leadership the Service established a Branch of 
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Since Its Establishment 
in 1917 the National Park 
Service has had Three Di­
rectors. At Left is the 
late Stephen T. Mather, 
the First Director. Be­
low is Horace M. Albright 
who Succeeded Mr. Mather, 
Arno B. Cammerer, Above, 
was Appointed Director 
when Mr. Albright re­
signed. 


