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FOREWORD 

Ronald F. Lee retired in 1965 as Director of the Northeast Region 
of the National Park Service. Previously he had held numerous 
positions of high responsibility in the Service, including Assistant 
Director and Chief Historian. He was one of the principal architects 
of the national historic preservation program launched by the Historic 
Sites Act of 1935. He was also instrumental in giving shape and 
direction to the broadened program authorized by the National Historic 
Preservation Act of 1966. 

After his retirement, Ronnie served as a special assistant to the 
Director of the National Park Service. Among his many contributions 
in that capacity was a series of studies of the evolution of National 
Park Service policies and programs. His immensely imaginative and 
valuable presentation of the "Family Tree of the National Park System" 
was published the week before he died in 1972. His study of the 
Antiquities Act of 1906 was reproduced and given wide distribution 
in 1970. 

Even before undertaking the Antiquities Act project, Ronnie began 
work on a history of the National Military Parks. He completed a 
draft and several revisions but was never fully satisfied. The 
Antiquities Act and then the family tree diverted him. 

Several times I urged Ronnie to let us reproduce the military park 
study. He always declined with the explanation that he wanted to 
do more research and give more thought to the subject. Death prevented 
him from returning to this project. Because the manuscript contains 
so much of value and interest, we are now making it available in the 
same format as its companion study of the Antiquities Act. 

Robert M. Utley 
Assistant Director, 
Park Historic Preservation 

National Park Service 
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PREFACE 

[What follows is Mr. Lee's preface for his projected work on Federal 
involvement in historic preservation, of which the present study was 
to be the first part. The second part was issued in 1970 under the title 
"The Antiquities Act of 1906." Succeeding parts were to treat the 
national memorials, the preservation of certain historic buildings, 
and the role of the National Park Service in historic preservation 
from 1916 to 1933.] 

This is an account of how the Government of the United States began, 
almost a century ago, to support the preservation of some historic 
sites and buildings important to the whole Nation. It traces the 
growth of Federal historic preservation policies and programs over 
the years to 1933, and recalls some of the leading men and women in 
Congress, Government, the professions and public life who contributed 
most to that growth. It describes two early efforts in Congress to 
secure national preservation legislation that at the time were unsuc­
cessful though not without indirect value. It follows in some detail 
the origin and growth of Federal support for the marking and preserva­
tion of American battlefields; the protection of historic and prehistoric 
structures, ruins and other antiquities on Federal lands; the erection 
of national memorials; and the preservation and exhibition of some 
examples of historic architecture. Last of all it describes the conver­
gence of these generally independent developments into a considerably 
more unified but still evolving national historic preservation program 
during the years 1916-1933 as these diverse historic properties were 
successively brought into the National Park System and their future 
entrusted to the National Park Service of the U.S. Department of the 
Interior. 

Any undertaking of this kind should begin by defining what is meant 
here by the term "historic preservation." This itself requires a look 
into the past. The first serious analysis of the historic preservation 
movement in the United States was made in 1933 by Lawrence Vail Coleman 
in his book "Historic House Museums." Dr. Coleman chose to concentrate 
in his study on what had recently become a widespread phenomenon—historic 
houses set aside for public exhibition springing up in communities and 
States all over the Nation. Based on a careful survey of selected 
examples, Coleman summarized the growth of the concept from its beginning 
in 1850 and set forth in classical terms the policies and standards which 
ought to guide preservationists in undertaking historic house museum 
projects. The book met with an immediate and widespread favorable response. 
For many years it continued to exert constructive influence and can still 
be read with profit today. 



Coleman's "Historic House Museums" was so well done and so widely 
read, however, that unintentionally it fixed in the minds of an 
entire generation of Americans the idea that "historic preservation" 
and "historic house museums" are synonymous terms. Dr. Coleman himself 
held no such narrow view. At the very beginning of his book he was 
careful to point out at some length the great importance of the many 
early buildings that still survive in their original or in adaptive 
uses, including historic government buildings, college halls, churches, 
military structures, libraries, and private dwellings. He made 
abundantly clear that he recognized these several important categories, 
but he did not attempt to discuss them in detail in his book.-'- He 
omitted mention of historic sites, such as battlefields, in his special 
treatise, as well as the numerous archeological sites and structures 
found throughout the United States. Finally, he deliberately excluded 
the many historic houses in private ownership shown rarely, if at all; 
patriotic chapter houses not open to the public; historic houses 
extensively remodeled for museum occupancy; historic taverns and tea 
rooms; antique shops; and temporary restorations. He ended up with a 
carefully screened list of some 400 historic buildings, most of them 
houses, which, as he said, have "ceased to be" what they were and "have 
become exhibition houses." 

Today almost all preservationists recognize that "historic house museums," 
though of great importance, are only one form of historic preservation. 
The main emphasis nowadays is in a different direction—on continuing 
most historic buildings in use, rather than making them into museums and 
having them cease to be what they were. There is much emphasis, too, on 
important architectural monuments other than houses and on historic 
districts and historic towns—concepts which go far beyond the historic 
house museum idea. In "Principles and Guidelines for Historic Preserva­
tion," published by the National Trust and Colonial Williamsburg in 1966, 
appears this statement: 

Modern preservation is, therefore, directed toward perpetuating 
architectural and aesthetic as well as historic and patriotic 
values; historic districts as well as individually notable 
buildings; "living monuments" as well as historic house museums; 
grounds and settings, including historic gardens, town squares, 
and traditional open space as well as historic architecture; 
open air museums and historic villages including characteristic 
architecture which cannot be preserved in place; archeological 
sites, including prehistoric villages, earthen mounds, pueblos 
and other ancient ruins, as well as historic sites with founda­
tions and artifacts of successive periods; and objects and 
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interior furnishings from the decorative arts including 
books and documents, which illuminate our past and inspire 
the present.3 

Each of the elements in this definition, and still others, such as 
urban renewal, that might be added, has its own preservation history, 
usually rooted in the nineteenth century, and often beginning as early 
as all but the earliest of historic house museums. 

Unfortunately few historians of historic preservation in the United 
States have as yet investigated the subject in this broader context. 
Most well-known accounts are by and large histories of the movement 
to establish historic house museums. While this movement was a major 
feature, it was still only part of a broader trend toward historic 
preservation in the United States which had diverse beginnings. Natu­
rally we need to know all we possibly can about historic house museums, 
their sponsors, their trials and achievements, and their widespread 
influence. Dr. Charles B. Hosmer, Jr., in his Presence of the Past, 
illuminates this phase of historic preservation, until 1926, very well. 
Like Lawrence Vail Coleman, however, Dr. Hosmer also chose to focus 
his attention on historic buildings set aside for exhibition and studied 
some 400 examples for this purpose. The examples he describes in many 
ways parallel the 400-odd historic buildings surveyed for different 
reasons by Dr. Coleman. The conception that "historic house museums" 
and "historic preservation" are synonymous has thus taken on new life 
and tends to be repeated by others. 

The consequent emphasis on the preservation of domestic dwellings, 
a good many of which are primarily of regional, state, or local rather 
than of national interest, leads to the idea that private individuals 
and semi-public organizations overwhelmingly dominate historic preserva­
tion history in the United States and that government, and particularly 
the national Government, has been a relatively insignificant factor, at 
least until 1926. The present study, adopting a broader concept of the 
meaning of historic preservation, reaches somewhat different conclusions. 

The Federal Government on behalf of the Nation entered the field of 
historic preservation, conceived in its broader sense, during the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century, first as a participant in the 
Centennial of the American Revolution and then in response to widespread 
public demand that the whole country support preservation of the battle­
fields of the Civil War. National interest, prompted largely by scientists 
and educators, soon turned also to preservation of irreplaceable historic 
and prehistoric antiquities on the vast expanses of still unsettled 
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Federal lands. Meanwhile, broad public support developed throughout 
the nation for establishment of national memorials to Washington 
and the concepts of the American Revolution and to Abraham Lincoln 
and national unity after the Civil War. In due course, but lagging 
well behind historical societies, the Federal Government also began 
to preserve historic houses and other historic buildings as exhibits, 
in addition to adopting the practice of continuing many important 
historic public buildings in use, among them early custom houses, 
forts, lighthouses, coast guard stations, and other functional structures. 
Even the early national parks, "vignettes of primitive America," 
carried historical overtones. From these and other roots, which 
originated in the nineteenth century, there gradually developed the 
national historic preservation interests which formed the nucleus for 
the Federal policies and programs we have today. 
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I. GENERAL OBSERVATIONS 

In the late twentieth century, under the shadow of nuclear weapon 
proliferation, the historic battlefields of the eighteenth and nine­
teenth centuries seem to many to have little direct connection with 
modern life. And to present-day historic preservationists, who are 
concentrating their attention on saving America's irreplaceable archi­
tectural heritage including many early domestic dwellings clustered 
together in historic districts, the preservation and marking of battle­
fields may sometimes seem to be an almost irrelevant undertaking. It 
was not always so. Serious Federal involvement in the historic preserva­
tion movement first began, almost a century ago, with the erection of 
monuments at Saratoga, Bennington, Yorktown, and other Revolutionary 
battlefields. This national involvement deepened during the 1890s with 
establishment of a carefully thought-out system of national parks, later 
called national military parks, to preserve major battlefields of the 
Civil War. As we turn back to try to recapture the preservation spirit 
of those days, it may be worthwhile to reconstruct some of the circum­
stances, even though they may seem obvious. 

During the lifetimes of most Americans now living, our Nation's wars— 
World Wars I and II, the Korean Conflict, and the War in Vietnam—have 
been fought on foreign soil. But during the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, until 1898, our wars were fought largely on our own soil. 
The War for Independence, the War of 1812, the Indian Wars, and the Civil 
War were all fought principally at home. When the Army War College 
surveyed the far-flung engagements of those wars for Congress in 1925, 
it estimated that the locations of over 3,400 encounters, skirmishes, 
and battles could still be identified in the towns and countryside of 
the United States. When the movement began, in the 1870s, to preserve 
and commemorate a selection of these battlefields through Federal partici­
pation, many citizens were still living whose grandfathers and even 
fathers had fought during the Revolution, and tens of millions were 
living who had experienced, directly or indirectly, the tragic fighting 
of the Civil War. The great issues of those wars were part of their lives 
and to them preserving and marking the major battlefields was a national 
obligation. 

The manner in which this obligation was at first discharged also deserves 
comment. Like any other period, the twentieth century has its prejudices. 
One of our prejudices seems to be against monuments on battlefields. But 
let us recall some of the circumstances three generations and more ago 
when many of these monuments were placed. For one thing, several important 
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Revolutionary battles, like Saratoga, Bennington, and King's Mountain, 
were fought in remote places, where pioneer farms were surrounded by 
wooded areas, often wild. In the nineteenth century it seemed entirely 
possible that with the passage of time the very identity of some important 
locations would become overgrown and lost even if the events themselves 
were not forgotten. One purpose of those who placed monuments on battle­
fields was to provide permanent identification for those historic locations, 
as well as to commemorate the participants. In their view, to achieve this 
purpose monuments should be solid, enduring, and accurately located. 

During the 1890s and early 1900s when the Civil War battlefields were 
acquired, marked, and monumented, great emphasis was being given in the 
United States to scientific accuracy in historical work, following the 
example of the German school of historians. It was considered highly 
desirable to study, document, map, and mark every troop position in 
unmistakable detail on the ground itself. By doing this well, the histo­
rian served not only the needs of fellow historians but also those of the 
professional soldier, the scientific student of war, to whom it was vital 
to study the strategy and tactics of the great campaigns and battles in 
detail on the ground. To the professional soldier, the American Civil 
War was the first modern war. 

Almost all this occurred before the advent of the automobile as a familiar 
family vehicle. Veterans of North and South traveling to Shiloh for 
reunions in the 1890s had to travel many miles from the closest railway 
station to the battlefield by horse-drawn farm wagons. And so it was in 
many other places. The pace was different in those days, and once arrived, 
veterans walked over the terrain where once they had fought. A field they 
might have leisurely studied on foot for three days, we will cover by auto­
mobile in half an hour. Monuments and markers were peculiarly appropriate 
for the day in which they were placed. 

Significantly, too, during the period between the Civil War and World War I 
when many of the battlefields were preserved and marked, a new and deeper 
feeling of nationality was rising in the United States. There was, says 
Merle Curti in The Boots of American Loyalty, "a marked shift in emphasis 
away from the older legalistic concept of the Union to the organic theory 
of the nation."^ in the last quarter of the nineteenth century over half 
a hundred new patriotic societies were launched, including the American 
Flag Association in 1897. At the same time, new professional organizations 
were being formed, among them the American Historical Association in 1884. 
The spirit of the times was conducive to a new search for the roots of 
loyalty and nationality. It was part of such a time to search out, mark, 
and preserve important historic sites of the Revolution and the Civil War, 
and to involve the national Government directly in the task. 
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II- MONUMENTS FOR BATTLEFIELDS OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION 

Daniel Webster delivered one of his greatest orations, a fascinating 
commentary on the first half-century of our national history, at the 
cornerstone laying for the Bunker Hill Monument on the fiftieth 
anniversary of the battle on June 17, 1825. It took eighteen years 
for a voluntary association of citizens to complete the monument but 
it was finally dedicated in 1843, again to the accompaniment of 
Daniel Webster's rolling sentences. Most of the other important 
battlefields of the American Revolution had to wait for the coming 
of the Centennial years to receive similar attention. In the 1870s 
a series of historical societies and monument associations sprang 
up along the Atlantic seaboard, oftentimes working in cooperation 
with local governments, to mark familiar battlefields. Their efforts 
were dedicated but uneven; and in many cases they fell short of what 
was needed to commemorate the battlefields of greatest interest to 
the whole Nation. At this- point, the Congress of the United States 
for the first time took up several fundamental questions of national 
historic preservation policy. Between 1876 and 1886, Congress 
considered or took action on five significant aspects of preservation: 
(1) it appropriated funds to erect, or to assist in the erection of 
monuments on eight Revolutionary battlefields in seven States; (2) it 
seriously considered a general program of matching projects; (3) it 
arranged, through- one of its committees, for a study and evaluation 
of all the battlefields of the Revolution; (4) it considered a 
classification of such battlefields into two categories as recommended 
by one of its committees; and (5] it considered the creation of a 
national board to guide the work. 

Eight bills were introduced in the Senate and House between 1880 and 
1886 incorporating one or more of these ideas. Although in the end 
none were enacted, these bills and the accompanying committee hearings 
and reports raised important questions of national historic preservation 
policy in Congress for the first time. The solutions proposed reappear 
many times in one form or another in the long history of national 
preservation legislation down to the present day. 

The first member of Congress to sponsor legislation to help 
historical societies erect monuments on Revolutionary battlefields 
was Senator Justin Smith Morrill of Vermont (whose home in Strafford 
is now a national historic landmark). On May 31, 1880, Senator 
Morrill introduced S.1805, "A Bill Relative to Revolutionary Battle­
fields." He had already served twelve years in the House and fourteen 
years in the Senate and was one of the most influential leaders in 
Congress. His public services were many but today he is best known 
for the Land-Grant College Act, which led to the important federally 
supported system of state colleges and universities, and the Second 
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Morrill Act under which the Federal Government annually gives $25,000 
to each of the land-grant institutions. With his long experience 
with Federal grants, it is not surprising that in his bill, Senator 
Morrill proposed a system of matching grants to help chartered 
historical societies and associations erect monuments on Revolutionary 
battlefields not yet commemorated in this manner. The grants were 
to go to "any monument association or historical society" which "shall 
have procured a charter from one of the United States..." and shall 
have "commenced to raise money to carry out its patriotic object." 
If it met these requirements, the society or association would "be 
entitled to one dollar from the Treasury of the United States for 
every dollar actually raised by its own efforts: Provided, the sum 
so raised shall not be less than ten thousand dollars and not more 
than fifty thousand dollars." Senator Morrill had a well-established 
interest in matters of this kind. As chairman of the Senate committee 
on buildings and grounds, he had been largely responsible, not only 
for terraces, fountains, and gardens around the Capitol, but also 
for legislation to complete the Washington Monument. He was one of 
the first historic preservationists in Congress. 

In 1880, however, Congress was far from ready for this kind of 
general legislation. Senator Morrill's bill was soon amended by the 
Committee on Military Affairs to eliminate the general program of 
matching grants and limit the bill to one project only--Bennington 
battlefield. As amended, the bill authorized the Secretary of the 
Treasury to pay forty thousand dollars to the governor of Vermont to 
be transferred by him to the Bennington Monument Association which 
had raised an equal amount to erect a monument "to commemorate the 
Revolutionary battle of Bennington." Like the general measure, the 
amended bill provided that "no moneys shall be paid out of the 
Treasury until the design of the monument shall have been approved 
by the President of the United States, or by a commission appointed 
by him...," and until a board of three Army officers had certified 
that the combined funds were sufficient to complete the monument 
according to the approved design. In this amended form the bill 
passed Congress and was approved by the President on February 11, 1881. 

Senator Morrill's bill took care of Bennington, but none of the other 
neglected battlefields. At this point other members of the Senate and 
the House took up the idea of general legislation to authorize Federal 
grants-in-aid to help historical societies erect monuments on 
Revolutionary battlefields. Between 1881 and 1886 seven more bills 
were introduced embodying this concept. On March 16, 1882, Representa­
tive G. W. Geddes of Ohio reported adversely to the House on one of 
these bills, H. R. 4347, on behalf of the Joint Committee on the 
Library. The reasons Congressman Geddes gave for the Committee's 
adverse report reveal one of the important difficulties in the way 
of adopting a just national historic preservation policy, a difficulty 
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not f inal ly resolved by Congress un t i l passage of the Histor ic Sites Act 
in 1935. He observed f i r s t that the provisions of the b i l l "are 
en t i re ly too general and comprehensive," and that by i t s terms "large 
sums of money would be appropriated to objects , the par t i cu la r merits 
of which we are not and cannot be advised." Representative Geddes then 
offered the following intr iguing observations about the re la t ive 
importance of mil i tary and c iv i l h i s tory . "Your committee cheerfully 
and unhesitatingly assent to the fact that no event in the history of 
th is country i s more worthy of being commemorated in monument, history 
and song than the mil i tary achievements of our fathers in our Revolu­
tionary struggle with the mother country. Of equal merit, however, and 
as deserving of the admiration of the present generation and a l l future 
ages, i s the work of our fathers immediately following the termination 
of the Revolutionary s t r u g g l e . . . . We should not discriminate between 
the great h i s t o r i c events of the ba t t l e f i e lds and of c iv i l l i f e , so 
as to confer on e i ther undue importance, or a disproportionate amount 
of the praise and glory due for the rich blessings we now en joy . . . . 
History plainly demonstrates that when the war of the Revolution c losed , . . . 
the del icate and responsible duties incumbent upon our fathers were not 
half accomplished... . A national government was yet to be established, 
a consti tution by the voluntary consent of the whole people was yet to 
be agreed upon and adopted. . . . The scenes of.. . t r i a l s and triumps are 
so numerous in both mil i tary and c iv i l l i f e that the most grateful 
pos ter i ty cannot feel i t expedient to commemorate each and a l l by the 
means proposed in th is b i l l . What your committee might feel called 
upon to recommend in any pa r t i cu la r case can only be determined when i t 
i s presented. Your committee therefore report adverse ly . . . . "6 

The matter did not end there , however. Two years l a t e r , on July 2, 1884, 
Representative G. M. Woodward of Wisconsin brought to the floor of the 
House of Representatives a favorable report from the Committee on the 
Library on H.R. 2435, s t i l l another general b i l l "To encourage 
socie t ies of the vicinage to erect monuments on the few important 
ba t t l e f i e lds of the Revolution."7 This b i l l contained a l l the former 
grant- in-aid features as well as some new provisions and was introduced 
on January 8, 1884, by Representative Samuel Sullivan Cox of New York 
City. A descendant of General James Cox, soldier of Brandywine and 
Germantown, "Sunset" Cox, as the Congressman was called by his fr iends, 
was a lawyer, p r o l i f i c wr i te r , and a talented and inf luent ia l member 
of the House who had already served with d is t inc t ion for almost a 
quarter of a century.8 

Representative Woodward's favorable report on Cox's b i l l i s unusually 
in te res t ing . He began by carefully reviewing the actions Congress had 
taken or considered up to that time to commemorate the ba t t l e f i e lds of 
the American Revolution. He pointed out that during the Centennial 
years, Congress had appropriated funds: "For a monument at Yorktown, 
$100,000; for Bennington, $40,000; for Saratoga, $30,000; for 
Newburg, $25,000; for the Cowpens, $20,000; for Monmouth, $20,000; 

9 


