
































Finally, the swath of mountain country imme­

diately north of Yellowstone also received repeated 

scrutiny from the NPS. Both the Absaroka Moun­

tains and the Beartooth Plateau featured large tracts 

of wilderness land, alpine topography, and seasonal 

migrations of wildlife. The closest the area came to 

protection was in 1939 during the administration of 

Franklin Roosevelt when a presidential proclamation 

outlined the boundaries of a "Beartooth National 

Monument" just north and east of Yellowstone. But 

Roosevelt never signed the document, and the area 

remained mostly within primitive areas managed by 

the Forest Service. 

Two decades later, the Wilderness Society spear­

headed another inquiry into the area's status. In the 

summer of i960, the group organized a backcountry 

expedition into the Beartooths that included Forest 

Service and NPS representatives. As the expedition's 

report noted: "[T]he question 'wilderness area or 

national park' came up on this trip more than ever 

before."41 But the members of the group reached no 

consensus about making a formal proposal, though 

they strongly urged the area's pristine character be 

preserved. Preservation advocates argued the cre­

ation of the wilderness would make it easier for Yel­

lowstone Park to defend its northern boundaries from 

development, but there was little enthusiasm for for­

mally enlarging the boundaries of the existing park or 

for creating an independent unit that could offer even 

more protections than those garnered under provi-

Both the Absaroka Mountains and the Beartooth Plateau (above, circa 1939) featured large tracts of wilderness land, 
alpine topography, and seasonal migrations of wildlife. The closest the area came to becoming part of the national 

park system was during the administration of Franklin Roosevelt. A 1939 presidential proclamation outlined the 
boundaries of a "Beartooth National Monument" just north and east of Yellowstone. But Roosevelt never signed 
the document, and the area remained mostly under U.S. Forest Service management. Above, visitors view the 

Beartooth Plateau from the Beartooth Highway. 
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Fourteen percent of all the proposals for national parks in Montana, and more than a third of the historical ones, 
commemorated the Lewis and Clark Expedition. All but the drowned campsite of Camp Fortunate, now under the 

Clark Canyon Reservoir, have received some sort of government protection. The Upper Missouri Wild and Scenic River 
preserves the section of the Missouri River canoed by the party in this photograph. However, none of the 

Lewis and Clark sites are official units of the national park system. 

sions of the Wilderness Act of 1964. The creation of 

an enlarged Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness Area in 

1975 secured the area's wilderness status. 

A second noteworthy characteristic of Montana 

park proposals is the focus on historical sites associ­

ated with the Lewis .and Clark Expedition, one of the 

NPS's two signature historical themes for Montana 

(the other being Euro-American settlement and dis­

placement of the native population). In Montana, seven 

proposed areas-14 percent of all the state's national 

park proposals and more than a third of the historical 

ones- drew upon events associated with the expedi­

tion. On their way to the Pacific Coast, the explorers 

passed the Gates of the Mountains (first proposed in 

1922) and the Three Forks area (first proposed in 1938). 

Proposals for Lemhi Pass and Sacajawea National 

Park or Monument (both along the summit of the 

Bitterroot Mountains) celebrated the difficult crossing 

of the Rockies. Finally, Pompey's Pillar (first pro­

posed in i946, now a national monument preserved 

by the BLM) commemorated William Clark's visit 

there during his 1806 return trip. The Park Service 

intended the Missouri Breaks (1960) and Fort Peck 

sites (1965) to be riparian recreation areas but cited 

the passage of the explorers through the cliff-bound 

Missouri River as one of the most important factors 

in favor of these proposals. In addition, three more 

proposed areas took their names to honor the famous 

explorers: Lewis and Clark Canyon, the site of Camp 

Fortunate; a Lewis and Clark National Historic Site 

near the Great Falls of the Missouri (1984); and Lewis 

and Clark Caverns (proposed before 1908), which 

had no connection with the expedition. The fact that 

only one of these, Camp Fortunate, now under the 
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waters of Clark Canyon Reservoir, did not receive 

some sort of government protection clearly demon­

strates the value and affection Americans in general 

and Montanans in particular have for this illustrious 

expedition. 42 

A third noteworthy characteristic of several failed 

park proposals reflected how the agency struggled to 

define its role in meeting the growing demand fo r out­

door recreation opportunities, especially for water­

oriented activities. In particular, Montana's Missouri 

River corridor became the focus fo r several contro­

versial park proposals . T he increasing interest in the 

Missouri Valley's recreational resources mirrored 

larger changes within the Park Service. In 1936, Con­

gress enacted the Park, Parkway, and Recreational­

Area Study Act, which increasingly involved the 

Park Service in national recreational planning.43 In 

the next twenty-five years, the Park Service helped 

draft dozens of interagency reservoir and river basin 

studies aimed at assessing the economic, recre­

ational, and preservation potential of these areas.44 

By 1959, reflecting a long-term national interest in 

the development of the Missouri Valley, the Park Ser-

vice, in cooperation with the Missouri Basin Inter­

Agency Committee, put out "Recreation Today and 

Tomorrow: A Survey of the Recreation Resources of 

the Missouri River Basin."45 In its report, the Park 

Service acknowledged the growing national demand 

for recreation, the economic rewards associated with 

tourism, and the Park Service's p otential role in 

developing outdoor recreation in the Missouri Valley. 

Not surprisingly, the report's language echoed the 

new mandate of the Outdoor Recreation Resources 

Review Commission, created only one year earlier. 

That commission, head ed by Laurance Rockefeller, 

stressed cooperative, interagency development of the 

nation's recreational resources, and the National Park 

Service saw that initiative as an opportunity to play a 

leadership role in developing new recreation-oriented 

units.46 Ultimately, the Missouri Valley proved to be 

a textbook example of both the rich p ossibilities as 

well as the unending controversies that resulted as the 

Park Service moved forward with these recreation­

oriented park initiatives . 

One year after the publication of the Mis­

souri River report, Senator J ames Murray formally 
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requested a study of the 180-mile 

stretch of the river between Fort Ben­

ton and Fort Peck to determine its 

p otential as a national park.47 After 

assessing the river, the Park Service 

in 1962 began circulating a proposal 

for the " Lewis and Clark National 

Wilderness Waterway." The agency 

argued the river possessed outstand­

ing scenic, historical, and recreational 

resources, all worthy of park status. 

The proposal summarized the area's 

potential for "sightseeing, boating, 

fishing, camping, picnicking, hiking, 

bird-watching, auto touring, pho­

tograp hy, and horseback riding" 

as well as hunting, which would be 

allowed to continue under the agen­

cy's recommendations.48 Several failed proposals in Montana reflect the Park Service's struggle to 
define its role in providing outdoor recreation. The Missouri Valley in particular 

was the focus of debate and controversy that lasted from 1962 to 1976. The BLM 
eventually assumed management of the area stretching from near Fort Benton to 

Fort Peck Reservoir, a section designated the Upper Missouri Wild and Scenic River. 
The BLM assumption of administrative responsibility reflected the Park Service's 
diminishing role as the nation 's principal recreation-planning agency. Above, Boy 

Scouts from the Yellowstone Valley Council participate in a boat-sinking exercise on 
Fort Peck Reservoir at their annual encampment. 
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Refl ecting the varied nature of 

land use along the river as well as the 

Park Service's increasingly complex 

mission, the "wilderness waterway" 

envisioned by the agency actually 

included three distinctive manage-



ment segments. In an area nearest to Fort Peck Res­

ervoir and within the existing Charles M. Russell 

National Wildlife Refuge (established as the Fort Peck 

Game Range in 1936), the plan called for continued 

multiagency involvement with a focus on boating, 

fishing, and hunting. Upriver, within the middle seg­

ment, the Park Service planned to acquire and admin­

ister the White Rocks-Badlands unit, which would 

preserve the most spectacular examples of badlands 

topography and wilderness scenery. To the west, the 

third segment, including the stretch of river between 

Fort Benton and Virgelle, would essentially remain in 

existing ownership, much of it in private ranches, but 

be zoned and managed so as to preserve the scenic 

and recreational resources along the river itself. 

The Park Service proposal was ultimately rejected. 

The proposal ran aground amid competing interests 

ranging from skeptical local landowners and state 

politicians to other federal agencies with their own 

ideas about the corridor's management or develop­

ment potential. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

was keenly interested in the hydroelectric potential of 

the valley and balked at Park Service efforts to lock up 

this resource.49 As the dominant federal landowner 

in the area, the BLM also resisted what they saw as a 

Park Service grab for more land and power. Within 

the state, the Montana Wildlife Federation backed full 

preservation.5° On the other hand, the Montana leg­

islature passed resolutions advocating controversial 

dam and irrigation development along the river.51 

The Missouri River's fate became increasingly 

debated on the national scene after a 1965 NBC televi­

sion program (narrated by Lorne Greene of Bonanza) 

featured its badlands scenery and highlighted the role 

it played in the Lewis and Clark Expedition.S2 A 1968 

report by the federal Bureau of Outdoor Recreation 

refashioned the Park Service proposal slightly and 

advocated the creation of a "Missouri Breaks National 

River." S3 The passage of the national Wild and Scenic 

Rivers Act that identified the Missouri as a prime can­

didate for inclusion in that system further muddied 

the issue that same year. By 1972, Congress had mod­

ified existing legislation and proposed a "Missouri 

Breaks Scenic River" to be managed by the BLM, but 

it took no immediate action.S4 

The Missouri's administrative fate was finally 

decided between 1972 and i976. As the river became 

the focus of additional studies, environmental impact 

reports, and public debates , the Park Service essen­

tially found itself left out of the decision-making 

process.SS Increasingly, the BLM played its hand as 

the primary public landowner in the area, arguing it 

was also well equipped to address the potential rec­

reational uses of the river, assuage the concerns of 

traditional ranchers and farmers, and preserve key 

stretches of the river in their wild state. The Park 

Service continued to cite the river's truly national 

significance that suggested it would best be managed 

by that agency. But the nail in the coffin came in 1975 

when the Bureau of Outdoor Recreation completed 

a study recommending the Missouri be added as a 

Wild and Scenic River with the BLM as the manag­

ing agency. A year later, the BLM indeed assumed 

responsibility for the new Upper Missouri Wild and 

Scenic River stretching from near Fort Benton to Fort 

Peck Reservoir. Even in 2001, when major portions of 

the area were reclassified as the Upper Missouri River 

Breaks National Monument, it remained under BLM 

control, reflecting that agency's own evolving identity 

within the Department of the Interior. 

The Missouri River story suggests how the Park 

Service saw its role as the nation's principal recreation­

planning agency gradually diminish in the i96os. 

It also illustrates how competing f~deral agencies 

moved in to challenge the Park Service and to offer 

alternative management scenarios that for a variety of 

reasons were deemed more palatable by segments of 

the public as well as within the Department of the 

Interior. In the Missouri River badlands, this competi­

tion effectively led to the marginalization of an agency 

many would have thought would be the obvious 

steward of a unique and well-preserved stretch of one 

of the nation's most famous river systems. 

The fourth important lesson to take from the 

saga of Montana's failed parks is a reminder that 

establishing a national park unit is a complex and 

time-consuming process. The case of Virginia City 

exemplifies the many pitfalls and frustrations that can 

stretch a campaign from months to years to decades 

and still fail. One of the best-known gold-mining 

towns in the West, Virginia City boomed to a popula­

tion of ten thousand during the mid-186os and soon 

became Montana's territorial capital. As was usually 

the case, better strikes elsewhere drew away the itin­

erant population and reduced the town to fewer than 

three hundred people by the mid-193os. Faced with 
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deterioration and imminent abandonment, residents 

sought a way to revitalize the economy and save the 

historic buildings. Their plight came to the atten­

tion of the Park Service's Branch of Historic Sites 

and Buildings, which had been established in 1936. 

In September 1937, park planner OlafT. Hagen used 

WPA funds to study the town, finding it "an unspoiled 

relic of Pioneer western life" and worthy of national 

recognition.56 However, in August of the following 

year, Park Service regional director Thomas Allen 

visited the town and reported it was only of state or 

local significance. Temporarily rebuffed, Virginia 

City enthusiasts took matters into their own hands 

and began restoration efforts. On June I, 1939, the 

Billings Gazette reported the hotel and express office 

had been repaired and refurnished.57 

During World War II, wealthy Great Falls ranch­

ers Charles and Sue Bovey became fascinated by the 

historic town and began buying land and buildings in 

Virginia City and its nearby neighbor, Nevada City. 

The Boveys turned the towns into a western version 

of Colonial Williamsburg with stabilized structures, 

museum artifacts, and living history enactments. In 

the postwar years, Virginia City became a major tour­

ist attraction, again drawing the attention of the fed­

eral government.58 OnJuly 4, 1962, the town received 

National Historic Landmark status under a program 

administered by the NPS. Five years later, after 

passage of the National Historic Preservation Act, 

many of Virginia City's buildings were added to the 

National Register of Historic Places. In 1968, future 

Park Service chief historian Robert Utley noted that 

recently retired agency director Conrad Wirth was 

interested in saving the town by adding it to the park 

system. Once again, no substantial action followed.59 

The next push for national park status came in 

1979 when the agency's Rocky Mountain Regional 

Office listed Virginia City as its number-one priority 

for a new area study in order to fill a need for a mining 

town in the history thematic framework. A "recon­

naissance study" completed in September 1980 

concluded still more studies were needed. 6° Finally, 

in early 1994, Congress ordered the Park Service's 

Office of Planning to investigate the town and recom­

mend some way to save its structures, which again 

showed serious decay. The agency released a "special 

resource study" in 1995 that offered five alternatives 

for managing and protecting the town's historic 
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resources. Option one was the standard "no change,'' 

which would not solve the problem. Option two was 

national park status, and an in-depth overview of the 

acquisition costs, staffing and maintenance issues, 

and other considerations for the Park Service accom­

panied this portion of the report. Option three was a 

partnership arrangement with a mix of private inter­

ests and federal, state, and local government agencies. 

Option five was the establishment of a state park. 

Option four, the one eventually chosen, called for 

state purchase of most of the historic structures in 

both Virginia City and Nevada City and management 

by a state historic commission with financial and tech­

nical assistance from the NPS. The State of Montana 

purchase was finalized in 1997 when the legislature 

authorized the acquisition of Bovey properties. The 

original $6.5 million purchase has been supple­

mented by additional state funding in later years. 

The Montana Heritage Commission today manages 

the property. In this capacity, the Park Service regards 

the area as an affiliated unit rather than an actual part 

of the national park system. 61 In a recent twist, in 2007 

the agency's program for preservation technology 

and training investigated Virginia City as a potential 

project site for extensive technical preservation train­

ing. Unfortunately, funding problems have cut deeply 

into that program's budget and personnel, once again 

sending Virginia City into a limbo of NPS inaction. 62 

The case of Virginia City demonstrates several 

characteristics of new park initiatives both in Mon­

tana and across the country. The town has resources 

that some agency officials, many private citizens, and 

hordes of tourists found compelling. The chance of 

inclusion in the park system rose and fell with the 

political and financial times. Virginia City almost 

became a park unit in the heady days of the Great 

Depression and once again during Jimmy Carter's 

presidency. Ultimately, Congress ordered a Park 

Service study that led to protection under a state 

mandate and that seems, finally, to have ended any 

prospects for inclusion in the system. Funding chal­

lenges, disagreement over the significance of a site, 

changing agency personnel, reassigned priorities, and 

project fatigue all take their toll in campaigns to estab­

lish new parks. Ironically, the Park Service still does 

not have a western mining town outside Alaska in its 

thematic framework. 

Finally, several more general conclusions can be 
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Efforts to add the historic mining town of Virginia City to the national park system spanned decades. 
Park planner Olaf T. Hagen found the town "an unspoiled relic of Pioneer western life" and worthy of 

national recognition in 1937. In the 1940s, Great Falls ranchers Charles and Sue Bovey began purchasing land 
and buildings in Virginia City, and it became a National Historic Landmark in 1961. The State of Montana 
finally purchased most of the historic structures, and today the site is managed by the Montana Heritage 

Commission with financial and technical assistance from the NPS. 

drawn from an exploration of fifty failed proposals 

in Montana. Park-making is a pluralistic and often 

unpredictable process. Montana proposals came from 

a wide array of government officials and ordinary citi­

zens. T he NPS sent field survey teams to investigate 

most areas and used experience and established cri­

teria to determine the worth of each. Underscoring 

the democratic nature of park creation, the public 

continued to participate during the tortuous political 

process, occasionally denying park status to excep­

tional resources like the Big Open. 

In addition, Montana proposals suggest the 

overall importance of historical resource sites both 

to government officials and the public. In the state, 

historical park proposals fo cused strongly on two 

multiyear events: the Lewis and Clark Expedition 

and the drama of Native American- Euro-American 

Virginia City 's owner Charles Bovey (center) stands with 
Yellowstone superintendent L. A. Garrison (left) and Montana 
governor Tim Babcock at the plaque commemorating the 
town's landmark status circa 1962. 
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contact. They account for two-thirds of the twenty 

proposed historic sites. 

Over time, the proposals also demonstrate how 

each generation reinterprets American heritage and 

proposes areas never before considered. For example, 

Ice Age Floodways and the Emigrant and Madison 

buffalo jump areas had to wait until science and the 

public recognized glacial outwash and prehistoric 

hunting as valid parts of American heritage. 

The failed proposals also illustrate the highry selec­

tive nature of park-making. The federal government 

in general and the NPS in particular do not take every 

piece of available property. The existing eight park 

units in Montana form only a small fraction of the 

areas proposed through the last 135 years. 63 Further­

more, the Park Service itself turned down most of the 

proposals after finding these settings of only state or 

local significance. 

Finally, Montana's failed parks illustrate how 

America 's culture of preservation expresses itself at a 

variety of levels. More than 70 percent of the sites that 

did not rate national park status were eventually pre­

served or protected in other ways. State parks, local 

parks, monuments and wilderness areas managed by 

federal land agencies, and even privately owned tour­

ist sites protect resources that someone, at some time, 

valued enough to suggest they be national parks. As 

time passes, continuing interpretation of American 

heritage will draw attention to new sites or perhaps 

refocus interest on still unprotected places proposed 

in the past. Montanans have shown they support 
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preservation of natural, historical, and recreational 

sites and will continue to do so in the future. 

So while our vacation across a park-studded 

Montana landscape remains a purely fanciful jour­

ney, it does reflect a real history. Montana's failed park 

proposals are a cumulative record of ideas and imagi­

native responses to a landscape that Montanans and 

their political leaders felt warranted special attention 

and preservation. It is also a landscape of preservation 

still in the making, a piece of unfinished history and 

geography constituting part of a dynamic and open­

ended legacy of park-making that both reflects and 

shapes its creators. Montana no doubt has more park 

proposals in its future, and perhaps a few candidates 

will survive the economic hurdles, political infighting, 

and bureaucratic morass that doomed so many others 

to failure. 
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Montana 's failed parks 
illustrate how preserva­
tion in America operates 
at a variety of levels. 
More than 70 percent of 
the Montana sites that 
did not rate national park 
status were preserved or 
protect ed in other ways, 
including the Absarokas 
viewed here from the 
Paradise Valley. 


