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Foreword

In 1872 the United States Congress created at Yel-
lowstone in Wyoming the world’s first national park.
Three years later Mackinac Island, Michigan, became
the site of the second. Although much has been
written about our national parks, Mackinac National
Park has received scant attention. Perhaps this is be-
cause it existed for only twenty years from 1875 until
it was transferred to the State of Michigan in 1895 and
became Michigan’s first state park.

In this short history of Mackinac National Park
no attempt has been made to compare it with
Yellowstone or the three parks established in 1890—
Yosemite, General Grant and Sequoia in California.
However, several features about Mackinac made it
quite different from the others.

Mackinac National Park was under jurisdiction of
the War Department rather than the Interior Depart-
ment. This meant the army was able to use some
soldier labor from Fort Mackinac to police and
maintain the park. Even though Congress was not in
the habit of appropriating funds for park purposes,
the commander at Fort Mackinac gave attention to

the park as soon as it was established.

By 1875 thousands of tourists were already com-
ing to Mackinac Island by steamboat. This, coupled
with the island’s natural beauty and historical signifi-
cance, brought about the establishment of the park.
People were an integral and essential part of the na-
tional park from its beginning to end. Mackinac Na-
tional Park was created to meet the immediate needs
of tourists, as well as potential visitors.

Since the national park was part of a small island
community, its policies and administration closely
affected the residents of the village outside the park
boundaries. This meant park superintendents at
times had to cooperate and other times oppose private
citizens’ activities in the park. The local inhabitants
and businessmen found the park both an economic
asset and a point of irritation when their access to its
resources was curtailed. In short, preservation of the
park’s wonders and simultaneously exploiting them
occasionally produced conflict. But above all, the
government did preserve and maintain the national
park for the benefit of the people.
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I. Mackinac National Park Established

I wish to state that this island is simply a watering-place. It is an old French
trading post, and an old Indian post. It is a rock out in the lake a few miles, with,
as my colleague says, very little vegetation, but it is a romantic spot visited by
people from all parts of the United States. This is simply to reserve it.
Senator Zachariah Chandler, Michigan, the United
State Senate, March 11, 1873

For two centuries European and American entre-
preneurs and visitors have been coming to Mackinac
Island. Before them, Great Lakes Indians had revercd
the spirits whom they believed dwelled on this sacred
island. For a variety of reasons, ranging from eco-
nomic to aesthetic to spiritual, thousands of people
have reserved a special place in their hearts for this
beautiful site. These emotions prompted the move to
preserve Mackinac’s natural and historic resources
in the 1870’s.

On March 11, 1873 Michigan Senator Thomas W.
Ferry introduced a resolution before the United States
Senate directing the Secretary of War to study the
proposition of setting apart a portion of Mackinac
Island as a national public park. One-half of the
island, over one thousand acres comprising the
Fort Mackinac military reservation, was already
owned by the U.S. Government. Ferry wanted all of
this land, except the fort and approximately one
hundred acres immediately surrounding it, desig-
nated a park. He pointed out that although still
garrisoned by troops, Fort Mackinac was no longer
militarily significant.

However, the island was indeed historically signif-
icant. Ferry reminded his colleagues that at the same
time the Puritans were making their migration to New
England, the French were busy exploring the Mack-
inac region. He pointed out that Mackinac Island,
which first came into British hands in 1780, was
ceded to the United States by the Treaty of 1783
which ended the American Revolution. The British
recaptured it in 1812, but returned it by the Treaty
of Ghent in 1814. Bearing in mind this rich Indian,
French, British, and American heritage, Ferry pro-
phetically assessed the island’s lasting historical
worth. “Of traditional and historical value it pos-
sesses much more to endear it to the people, and as
one of the earlier landmarks of national boundary

AL

Senator Thomas W. Ferry. He was born at the Mission
House on Mackinac Island in 1827.

and history, it will not easily pass out of annals
or recollections.”’?

Mackinac Island possessed, in addition to its
unique beauty, many beautiful natural features.
While enjoying the cool summer air, visitors gazed in
awe upon Sugar Loaf, Arch Rock, Robinson’s Folly
and other unique geological formations. This, plus
quiet tours through the white birches and the majestic
view of the Straits of Mackinac from the heights of
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