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North Coast Limited 
in the Montana Rockies 



Posters produced by western railroads (left and below) 
during die ]!)_'(>-. and I9.'30s lured visitors to national 
parks through colorful depictions of spectacular scenery. 
Dorothy Waugli painted the National Park Service poster 
(below left) about 19.35 to remind potential park-goers 
of the excellent recreational opportunities afforded by 
state parks. 

Cover illustration: Northern Pacific Railway poster (circa 
1930) depicting Gustav Krollmann's painting North 

Coast Limited in the Montana Rockies 
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most convincing argument for preserving America's 
scenic wonderlands. 

Today Glacier, Yellowstone, and other western 
national parks are crowded places. As the year 2000 
approaches, over-use is a major problem facing the 
nation's best-loved natural reserves. At the begin­
ning of this century, however, just the opposite was 
true. Western parks were inaccessible to most Ameri­
cans, both geographically and financially. T o fulfill 
their potential as "public . . . pleasuring ground(s) 
for the benefit and enjoyment of the people," the 
parks had to attract visitors.2 The need for visitors 
in turn fueled the demand for park promotion. 

4£ r | 1 here is no voice in all of the world so 
insistent to me as the wordless call of these 

JL . mountains. I shall go back. Those who go 
once always hope to go back. The lure of the great 
free spaces is in their blood. '" So wrote Mary Rob­
erts Rinehart (1876-1958), an American playwright, 
novelist, and mystery writer, describing her enchant­
ment with Glacier National Park. In doing so, she 
eloquently summarized various promotional cam­
paigns implemented to attract national park visitors 
during the first four decades of the twentieth cen­
tury. Like many of her fellow enthusiasts, Rinehart 
believed that the park experience itself offered the 



Two entities—western railroads and the 
National Park Service—rose to this chal­
lenge, each for its own reason. From the 
turn of the century until America entered 
World War II in 1941, railroads and, af­
ter 1916, the park service mounted adver­
tising campaigns designed to lure 
Americans west to experience firsthand the 
region's scenic wonders. In an age pre­
dating such contemporary marketing ad­
vantages as television and color-film 
photography, the promotional art pro­
duced for the campaigns introduced the 
wonders of western parks to many Ameri­
cans. As the number of park tourists in­
creased so did support for the park idea. 

Western railroads commissioned artists 
like Thomas Moran and John Fery to pro­
vide visual proof of national park scenery 
and painters such as Winold Reiss to cre­
ate vivid portrayals of Native Americans 
as an enticement to visit the West. With 
the coming of New Deal work relief pro­
grams during the Great Depression, the 
park service engaged artists like Dorothy 
Waugh to illustrate the value of parks as 
sources of recreation and renewal for a 
nation greatly in need of both. 

These campaigns produced an amaz­
ing variety of promotional art, which to­
day survives in a colorful legacy of posters, 
calendars, brochures , and guidebooks. 
Northern Pacific Railway advertisements 
depicting the wonders of Yellowstone National Park 
and Great Northern Railway promotional material 
detailing the glories of Glacier National Park combine 
with depression-era park service posters to serve as out­
standing examples of a rich visual heritage. 

National parks represent an idea that is truly 
American in origin. As early as 1833, the artist 
George Catlin, who devoted his career to chronicling 
the cultures of America's indigenous peoples, pro­
posed establishing in the West "a nation's Park, con­
taining man and beast, in all the wild and freshness 
of their nature's beauty!" The park, Catlin believed, 
would be "a beautiful and thrilling specimen for 
America to preserve and hold up to . . . the world, 
in future ages!'" Catlin's dream was realized almost 
forty years later when, in 1872, Yellowstone became 
the world's first national public park.'1 Citizens of 
other countries readily adopted the American park 
idea and over the next one hundred years established 
more than twelve hundred public reserves around 
the globe. ' 

Mary Roberts Rinehart wrote the 
introduction to the 1925 Great Northern 

Railway brochure (above) promoting 
vacations in Glacier National Park. 

Thomas Moran's monumental painting. 
The Grand Canon of the Yellowstone 

(96 ' / J " x 168%", 1893-1901), was a 
favorite subject for Northern Pacific 

Railway promoters as illustrated by the 
circa 1925 poster (left). Moran made 
many sketches and paintings of the 

Yellowstone canyon after first seeing it 
in 1871 with the F. V. Hayden survey. 

Unless o therwise ind ica ted , all images are I the 
Montana Historical Society Itaynes Foundation Coll.. 
gift of Mrs. [sahel I laynes (Photographs by J o h n Roddy). 



Scenic preservation was a primary impe­
tus behind establishing America's first national 
parks. The majority of early preservation enthu­

siasts promoted the park idea as a way to save the west­
ern landscape's most spectacular aspects—the highest 
mountains, the deepest canyons, and the most dramatic 
waterfalls—as well as the most extreme examples of 
natural oddity, such as the Yellowstone geysers. They 
sought to preserve this remarkable scenery so that it 
would remain unspoiled yet publicly accessible for fu­
ture generations. 

To accomplish this at a time when many Americans 
were not familiar with the more magnificent aspects of 
the western landscape, preservationists first had to 
convince people that the scenery was worth saving. 
From the beginning artists played an essential role in 
the effort.'' In 1871 Thomas Moran accompanied the 
Ferdinand V. Hayden survey, a government expedi­
tion sent to the Yellowstone region to verify or disprove 
the fantastic claims that had circulated since the days 
of the fur trade. Moran traveled on money provided by 
Northern Pacific railroad financier Jay Cooke. The 
paintings that he produced, most notably The Grand 
Canon of the Yellowstone, were instrumental in convinc­
ing Americans that the rumors were true: Yellowstone 
did merit the protection of the United States government. 

Most early park promoters adhered to romantic 
views of nature like those expressed by Frederick Law 
Olmstead, the nation's leading, mid-nineteenth-century 
landscape architect. In 1865 he wrote, 

The occasional contemplation of natural scenes of 
an impressive character, particularly if this contem­
plation occurs in connection with relief from the 
ordinary cares, change of air and change of habits, 
is favorable to the health and vigor of men and es­
pecially to the health and benefit of their intellect 
beyond any other conditions which can be offered 
them.7 

Preservationists maintained that public reserves of 
untarnished nature would enable individuals to expe­
rience the kind of physical and spiritual renewal 
Olmstead envisioned. Ultimately, if enough people en­
joyed such opportunities, the country as a whole would 
benefit. For park enthusiasts' arguments to have cred-

1. Mary Roberts Rinehart, Great Northern Railway, The Call of 
the Mountains: Vacations in Glacier National Park ([St. Paul], 
1925), 1. 

2. U.S. Statutes at Large, 17 (1872), 32. 
3. George Catlin, "A Nation's Park," in Mirror of America: Lit­

erary Encounters with the National Parks, ed. David Harmon (Boul­
der, Colo., 1989), 110. 

4. Although Yellowstone is the first national park in name, many 
historians argue that Yosemite is the first national park in spirit. See 
Alfred Runte, National Parts: The American Experience (Lincoln, 
1979), 29-32. 

ibility, however, a significant number of people had to 
benefit from visiting the parks. 

Park supporters held that people who visited and 
enjoyed the reserves would become the preservation 
movement's strongest allies. As Allen Chamberlain, a 
park activist with the Appalachian Mountain Club, ex­
plained about 1914, only if more people "could be in­
duced to visit these scenic treasure houses" would 
Americans "come to appreciate their value and stand 
firmly in their defense."8 Those who shared 
Chamberlain's philosophy believed that strong public-
support would help them convince Congress to create 
and maintain parks as well as defend against those will­
ing to sacrifice scenic marvels to commercial develop­
ment. 

Geography, however, posed a major impediment. 
America's first national parks were located in the West, 
and the vast majority of the population resided in the 
East. Consequently, one concern for those seeking to 
increase park visitation was how to transport tourists 
to the parks and, more important, how to convince them 
the trip was worthwhile. Western railroads offered a 
solution to both aspects of the problem. Acknowledg­
ing that railroads were motivated more by profits than 
a sense of altruism, most preservationists nonetheless 
recognized the value of the railroads' endorsement of 
the park cause and were eager to work with the rail­
roads toward a common goal. 

With completion of transcontinental railroad lines 
beginning in 1869, the West was opened to Americans 
as never before. Some railroads built transcontinental 
lines in exchange for land from the federal government. 
Because the railroads profited by selling this land to 
settlers, they were avid supporters of western devel­
opment and agriculture. In addition, by helping to build 
a population base in sparsely settled areas, railroads 
were creating a built-in, permanent market for their 
freight and passenger services. The establishment of 
Yellowstone National Park and, after the turn of the 
century. Glacier National Park fit perfectly with the rail­
roads' promotional strategies. Tourist traffic promised 
additional profits, and the railroads were eager to join 
the preservation cause. As William Van Home, presi­
dent of the Canadian Pacific Railroad from 1888 to 
1899, proclaimed, "If we can't export the scenery, we'll 

5. Ibid., 182. 
6. For the role of artists in the early national park movement see 

William H. Truettner. National Parks and the American Landscape 
(Washington, D.C., 1972): and William H. Goetzmann and William 
N. Goetzmann, The West of the Imagination (New York, 1986), 158-
90. 

7. Frederick Law Olmstead, "Preservation for All," in Harmon, 
Mirror of America, 117. 

8. Allen Chamberlain quoted in Alfred Runte, Trains of Discov­
ery: Western Railroads and the National Parks (Niwot, Colo., 1994), 
39. 



The cover illustration for this 191.5 Northern 
Pacific Railway brochure reflects the awe felt by 

early explorers coining upon Yellowstone's 
natural phenomena for the first time. Many people 

regarded their tales of "hell bubbling up" to be 
myths until artists and photographers captured 

the region's wonders on canvas and film. 

national park than was the Great Nor the rn under the 

expert guidance of President Louis W. Hill, Sr. In 1912 

The Saturday Evening Post labeled Hi l l , an avid 

o u t d o o r s m a n and son of Grea t N o r t h e r n Rai l road 

founder James J . Hill , " the greatest press agent in the 

c o u n t r y . " " 

Rai lroads had not only the motivation—a quest for 

increased profits—to promote national parks dur ing the 

early decades of this century, they also had the means . 

Wi th substantial financial resources and considerable 

advert is ing acumen, rai l roads, unlike most preserva­

tion organizat ions, could moun t elaborate campaigns 

promot ing the West and its public reserves. Artists were 

instrumental in the success of the rai l roads ' efforts.12 

import the tourists." '1 Like its counterpar ts south of the 

border , the Canadian Pacific p romoted the Canadian 

W e s t as a haven for agr icu l tu ra l s e t t l emen t a n d 

proc la imed the Canad ian Rockies a perfect hol iday 

dest inat ion. 

As boosters of the West , rai lroads wielded power­

ful influences on public opinion. Until automobile travel 

b o o m e d after W o r l d W a r I, ra i l roads held a virtual 

monopoly on western tourism and consequent ly were 

wi thout rival in their ability to p romote western parks 

in the years p reced ing the war. In 1883 the Nor the rn 

Pacific Railroad comple ted its line across Montana and 

designated Livingston, a small railroad town approx i ­

mately fifty miles nor th of Yel lowstone National Park, 

as the point of embarkat ion for pa rk -bound touris ts . 

Wi th its subsequen t sponsor sh ip of " W o n d e r l a n d , " as 

the park was d u b b e d , the Nor the rn Pacific became the 

first railroad to ally itself closely with a specific park . ' " 

In doing so, the Northern Pacific set the course for other 

western rai lroads to follow. By 1910 the Southern Pa­

cific had adop ted Yosemite , the Santa Fe claimed the 

Grand Canyon ( then a national m o n u m e n t ) , and the 

Grea t N o r t h e r n was d e t e r m i n e d to secure Glac ie r ' s 

reputa t ion as the " C r o w n of the Con t inen t . " No rail­

road was more enthusiast ic in its efforts to p romote a 

9. Marc H. Clioko and David L.Jones, Canadian Pacific Post­
ers, 1883-1963 (Ottawa, 1995), 23. 

10. For Northern Pacific and Great Northern railroads' roles in 
establishment and development of Yellowstone and Glacier parks, 
respectively, see Runte, Trains of Discovery, 13-48. 

Tl h e N o r t h e r n P a c i f i c and Great Nor thern 

ra i l roads c o m m i s s i o n e d p r o m i n e n t pa in t e r s 

such as J o h n Fery, the Austr ian-born artist who 

p roduced more than three h u n d r e d monumenta l land­

scapes for the Great Nor the rn railroad between 1910 

and 1930, to tour the West and paint its grandest at­

t ract ions. Fery 's works and those of o ther artists were 

displayed in publ ic bui ldings th roughout America to 

ent ice would-be travelers with the possibi l i t ies of a 

western vacation. Massive oil paintings of glaciers, gey­

sers , and mounta in peaks were hung in ticket offices 

and railroad stations in communi t ies across the coun­

try. Railroad art was also exhibi ted in hotels , bank lob­

bies , and other highly visible locations. Such paintings 

proved exceptionally powerful in communica t ing the 

drama of the western landscape and were highly effec­

tive in winning publ ic suppor t for the national park 

idea. 

Although widely dispersed, original paintings could 

be viewed by only a relatively few potential tourists . 

T o reach greater numbers of people rai lroads trans­

formed these images into a variety of p romot iona l for­

mats . Commiss ioned paint ings were r e p r o d u c e d on 

11. Patricia Condonjohnston, "Louis W. Hill, Sr.: Artist. Woods­
man, Booster . . . The Greatest Press Agent in the Country," Encoun­
ters, 8 (July/August 1985), 14. 

12. In addition to artists, railroads relied on photograhers like F. 
Jay Haynes in Yellowstone Park and TomerJ. Hileman in Glacier 
Park for publicity images. Such photographs also won public sup­
port for western parks. 
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postcards, souvenir playing cards, railroad time­
tables, and dining car menus. No use of these paint­
ings, however, instilled wanderlust more effectively 
than did their reproduction as 
travel posters. The earliest rail­
way flyers were typographical 
notices with simple illustra­
tions. By the turn of the cen­
tury, however, advances in 
printing technology made fea­
sible the mass-production of 
large-scale, full-color posters. 
The monumental scenery of 
western parks was unsur­
passed as subject matter for 
colorful posters, and railroad 
executives were quick to rec­
ognize the splendid marketing 
possibilities such images of­
fered. Posters were easily dis­
played in depots and ticket 
offices, in numbers far greater 

than was ever possible with original paintings. Count­
less more passersby were now exposed to such scenes 
as Moran's The Grand Canon of the Yellowstone and 
informed that only the railroad could take them there. 

While much of the railroad's commissioned art was 
devoted to natural spectacles of the West, other paint­
ings focused on its native cultures. Like the Santa Fe 
Railroad, which featured images of Navajo anil Pueblo 
Indians in selling the Southwest, Louis Hill and the 
Great Northern relied heavily on depictions of Native 
Americans to foster interest in Glacier Park. As a Great 
Northern railroad brochure published about 1933 pro­
claimed: "Any presentation of Glacier [National Park] 
. . . would be inadequate and incomplete that did not 
have regard for the . . . tribesmen who live in the very 
shadows of the 'Shining Mountains' and whose tradi­
tions and history have so enriched [the area]."1'1 

Hill involved the Blackfeet Indians, whose tradi­
tional homeland included much of Glacier Park, in a 
variety of promotional efforts. Members of the tribe 
greeted visitors arriving by train, served as tour guides, 
and produced ledger paintings, which were used to 
decorate park hotels. Nothing better illustrates the im­
portance of the Blackfeet Nation to Hill's promotional 
success than the Great Northern calendars. For thirty 
years, beginning in 1928, the Great Northern produced 
and distributed calendars bearing bold portraits of 
Blackfeet Indians painted by the German-born artist 
Winold Reiss. At the railroad's request, Reiss returned 
again and again to Glacier where he painted, conducted 
an art school, and learned to respect his Blackfeet sub­
jects. As Blackfeet historian John Ewers writes: 

The Indians readily recognized his unique ability 
to portray them truthfully and as individuals, not 
just as types. They gave Reiss the honored name of 
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Beaver Man because he worked so diligently . . . 
Reiss, in turn, learned to appreciate the Blackfeet 
as not only very picturesque human beings, but as 
men and women of great strength of character.14 

Whi le the ra i l roads d id c o m m i s s i o n such well-

known artists as T h o m a s Moran and Winold Reiss, the 

majority of artists working for the rai lroads were not 

nationally recognized figures. Most were establ ished, 

professional artists whose work appealed to railroad 

executives like Louis Hill. T h e paintings of ElsaJennie , 

a Minneapol is s tudio artist classically t rained at the 

Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts in Phi ladelphia, 

exemplify the high quality of work p r o d u c e d by these 

lesser-known artists. Al though Jenn ie p receded Reiss 

to Glacier National Park by two years—working there 

dur ing the summers of 1925 and 1926 in a s tudio p ro ­

v ided by the Grea t N o r t h e r n Ra i l road—she never 

achieved the recognit ion that Reiss did with his calen­

dar art. Like Reiss, however , she p roduced s tunning 

portra i ts of Blackfeet subjects , some of which were re­

p roduced on Great Nor the rn publ icat ions . 1 5 

In addi t ion to purchas ing paint ings for display and 

rep roduc t ion , railroad p romote r s relied heavily upon 

artists and pho tographer s to illustrate the many pam­

ph le t s , b r o c h u r e s , and g u i d e b o o k s they p r o d u c e d . 

Travel l i terature offered railroad p romote r s another 

venue through which they might proclaim the glories 

of western tour ism. Lavishly i l lustrated, these publ i -

111 addition to posters and calendars, the Great 
Northern Railway featured portraits of Blackfeet 
Indians on a variety of publications including the 

portrait of Chief Many-Tail-Feathers painted 
by Lisa Jennie and reproduced on the railroad's 

1926 dining car menu (opposite, above). 

The "Before the Days of the Railroad" poster 
(opposite below) appeared about 1930 to assure park 

visitors that their western adventure would 
he neither too wild nor too unsafe. 

The circa 1920 brochure (left) was part of the 
Northern Pacific's "See America First" campaign. 
Brochure text beckoned eastern residents to visit 
Glacier Park first and then . . . "on Westward!" 

A Winold Reiss portrait of Blackfeet drummers 
Buffalo Body. Heavy Breast, and Sure Chief appears 
On the 19.33 Great Northern poster (above) and was 

used by the artist to advertise his Glacier Park art 
school during the summers of 1934 through 1937. 
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cations also relied upon the printed word to excite 
dreams of adventure. Many early visitors to Glacier and 
Yellowstone parks found themselves incapable of de­
scribing the beauty they encountered. In summer 1895 
Frances Lynn Turpin, a St. Louis resident, kept ajour-
nal of her camping trip in Yellowstone. In describing 
her first view of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, 
she wrote, "In the distance the [Lower] falls could be 
seen. . . . There should be a language coined in which 
to express its magnificent splendor. . . . Those whose 
privilege it is to see this magnificent canyon will un­
derstand, none other can.""' Railroad promoters 
sought to insure that eastern vacationers joined those 
privileged park visitors by exhorting readers in language 
as colorful as the artists' illustrations. A 1927 North­
ern Pacific brochure described Yellowstone, for ex­
ample, as 

the real wonderland, embracing an aggregation of 
fantastic phenomena as weird as it is wild and re­
markable. . . . Here are . . . crystal rivers, thunder­
ing cataracts, gorgeous canyons, [and] sparkling 
cascades . . . but of all its wonders none is so un­
usual, so startling . . . as the geysers, once seen, the 
memory and mystery of them will forever linger.'7 

"X "T "Thether through visual images or the 
m / \f printed word, western railroads fashioned 
V f one consistent message for Americans—go 

west and do so by train. Consequently, posters, calen­
dars, brochures, and guidebooks were linked by uni­
fying themes about what made the parks desirable 
destinations. Foremost among these themes was the 
scenery. As a Great Northern brochure described Gla­
cier Park about 1933: 

Here indeed are riches; there are other canyons as 
deep, other mountains as high, but those who have 
roamed the world with open eyes say earnestly that 
there is no other place where nature has so con­
densed her wonders and run riot with such utter 
abandon, where she has carved and hewn with such 
unrestrained fancy and scattered her jewels with so 
reckless a hand. Here is . . . the Land of Shining 
Mountains.1" 

13. Great Northern Railway, The Call of the Mountains: Vaeations 
in Glacier Motional Pari and Waterloo Lakes Motional Park [St. 
Paul, c. 1933], 44. 

14. John Ewers, "Winohl Reiss and the Blatkfeet Indians." in 
Jeflery C. Stewart, To Color America: Portraits by Winold Reiss (Wash­
ington, D.C., 1989), 141. 

15. Elsa Jennie diary, courtesy Adam Granger, Elsa Jemne research 
file, Montana Historical Society Museum. Helena (hereafter MHS 
Museum). 

The railroads relied on more than just physical land­
scape to lure eastern visitors westward. They also drew 
upon the romance of the West. Americans had been 
fascinated with the West since the days of Lewis and 
Clark, but its appeal grew increasingly stronger dur­
ing the early decades of the twentieth century as the 
harsher realities of the western experience faded from 
popular memory. Railroads assured potential visitors 
that the region remained one of high drama, and that 
nowhere in the West was an encounter with adventure 
more probable than in a national park. Cowboys, like 
Native Americans, became romanticized symbols com­
monly depicted in railroad advertising. 

Although enthralled by the promise of romance and 
adventure, railroad patrons required a certain amount 
of comfort. Most tourists did not want their West too 
wild or their nature too natural. Transcontinental rail­
road lines made it quicker and easier for Americans to 
reach the West, but rail travel remained expensive, well 
beyond the means of an average American family. In­
deed, paid vacations were unknown for most Ameri­
can workers. Consequently, railroads aimed their 
promotional efforts at upper-class travelers—those who 
could afford the time and money such trips required. 
Wealthy Americans, accustomed to certain amenities 
when they vacationed in Europe or at eastern spas, 
expected the same in the West, and the railroads were 
not only able but eager to provide such services.1" 

To accommodate expectations, and increase prof­
its, railroads offered patrons a complete experience, 
neatly packaged. As a result, park facilities and accom­
modations, as well as the trains themselves, were fea­
tured elements of railroad promotion. For visitors who 
arrived by train, as most did, depots served as their 
initial park encounter. Stations therefore were designed 
as impressive gateways to the park experience. Rail­
roads, either directly or through subsidiary companies, 
built grand hotels designed along rustic western themes. 
Dining cars and hotel restaurants boasted of exceptional 
cuisine. The packaged experience included railroad-
sponsored tours—by coach, lake launch, horseback, or 
motor bus—through Yellowstone and Glacier and 
largely dictated what guests saw and did. 

If drama, romance, and luxury were insufficient to 
entice Americans to national parks, western railroads 
had one last appeal—a call to patriotism. By the sec­
ond decade of the twentieth century, it was no longer 

16. Frances Lynn Turpin, "A Trip Through Yellowstone Park. 
1S95." pp. 34-35. SC 156. Montana Historical Society Archives. 
Helena. 

17. Northern Pacific Railway, Magic Yellowstone [St. Paul, 1927], 
13-15. 

18. Great Northern Railway, Call of the Mountains (c. 1933), 4. 
19. For tourism and the West see Earl Pomeroy, In Search of the 

Golden West: The Tourist in Western America (New York, 1957). 



Glacier Park photographer Tomer J. 
Hilt-man created a composition on film 
when he recorded Elsajemne painting 
Peace Offering in Jennie's park studio 
in 1925 or 1926. Peace Offering was 
the wife of Curley Bear, a respected 

leader of the Blackfeet. 

appropriate, according to park promoters, for Ameri­
cans to spend their money visiting Europe's castles and 
cathedrals. As one railroad writer beckoned: 

Turn for a moment from the famous tourists' haunts 
of the Old World to the wonderland of the New— 
And behold a grandeur and majesty of natural 
beauty to challenge all of Europe—nay, all of the 
world! A scenic glory utterly beyond comparison.2" 

Americans, railroad marketers proclaimed, had not 
only the opportunity to see America's scenic wonders, 
but an obligation to do so. Emerson Hough, a prolific 
western writer and ardent park supporter, reiterated 
this viewpoint when he wrote that national parks "feed 
the spirit, the soul, the character of America. I know it 
[Yellowstone] and love it all. So will you love it when 
you know it. And you ought to know it. That is part of 
your education as an American."21 

"See America First" permeated the rhetoric of west­
ern railroad promotion during the 1910s and 1920s. 
Louis Hill championed the phrase and used it widely 
on Great Northern pamphlets, brochures, stationery, 
and even train cars. Other railroads repeated the sen­
timent using similar slogans designed to appeal to na­
tional pride. More than just a catchy advertising motto, 
"See America First" campaigns strengthened the eco­
nomic argument for tourism. By keeping at home 
American tourist dollars—estimated by park promot­
ers in 1910 to be two hundred million dollars annu­
ally—there was now an unassailable justification for 
Congress to support the natural reserves of the West. 

Beginning in 1916, moreover, railroads had a new 
ally, the National Park Service, in rallying Americans 

to "See America First." Before 1916 no single govern­
ment agency had complete responsibility for the na­
tional parks. Rather, the Department of the Interior, 
the War Department, and the Department of Agricul­
ture (through the Forest Service) each administered 
reserves under its jurisdiction. Problems resulted when 
the three departments adhered to differing or even con­
flicting philosophies for managing parks under their 
control. Additionally, operation of the reserves con­
stituted only sidelines to the primary purposes of the 
three agencies. Park supporters had long argued that 
the parks could best be served by establishing a fed­
eral agency solely responsible for the parks and whose 
only function was their administration. 

Preservationists won a major victory with the cre­
ation of the National Park Service.22 The new agency's 
mission was "to conserve the scenery and the natural 
and historic objects and the wild life therein and to 
provide for the enjoyment of the same in such manner 
and by such means as will leave them unimpaired for 
the enjoyment of future generations."21 Stephen Mather, 
assistant to the secretary of the interior in charge of 
national parks since 1915, became the first director of 
the National Park Service. Like many other park en­
thusiasts, Mather believed that increased park patron­
age was essential to the well-being and expansion of 
the park system. 

Due in large part to efforts of the railroads, support 
for the national parks had grown significantly in the 
forty-four years since Yellowstone was established in 
1872. There were still strong opponents to the park 

20. Chicago, Burlington, and Qnincy Railroad, et al, The Pacific 
Northwest Advertising Campaign, March 1923-March 1924 [Chi­
cago^. 1923], 8. 

21. Emerson Hough, Northern Pacific Railway, Magic Yellowstone, 
3-4. 

22. National monuments and national battlefields were not trans­
ferred from the Departments of War and Agriculture to the Depart­
ment of the Interior until 1933. See Harlan D. Unrau. Administra­
tive History: Expansion of the National Park Service in the 1930s 
(Denver, 1983). 

23. U.S. Statutes at Large, 39 (1916), 535. 
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idea, however, who favored commercial development— 
extraction of minerals, harvesting of timber, and con­
struction of dams—over scenic preservation. In Scenery 
as a Xat tonal Asset, park activist Allen Chamberlain 
wrote, "the nation has in these parks a natural resource 
of enormous value to its people, but it is not being . . . 
utilized as it might be." Instead, Chamberlain lamented, 
commerical interests seeking to develop the natural 
resources of the reserves threatened to "steal an im­
portant part of our birthright."2'1 

To defend against commercial development, Mather 
made park promotion a priority. In this endeavor he 
was ably assisted by Robert Sterling Yard, a journalist 
whom Mather hired in 1915 to assist in publicizing the 
parks. Yard distributed hundreds of thousands of book­
lets and maps, issued a steady stream of press releases 
to newspapers nationwide, and provided motion pic­
ture newsreels on the parks to youth clubs and outing 
organizations. For his part, Mather traveled extensively, 
selling the park idea wherever he went. John R. White, 
a former military officer working for the park service, 
said Mather "had a positive genius for bringing together 
men and women from different walks of life and focus­
ing their interest on park work and promotion."25 

Mather "nurtured the alliance between preservation­
ists and western railroad officials at every opportunity," 
through both cooperative promotional activities and 
efforts to improve passenger service for park-goers.2'' 

In addition to the railroads, Mather foresaw great 
potential for automobile travel to increase park patron­
age. The soaring popularity of automobiles after World 
War I ended railroad domination of western tourism. 
The open road called, and Americans eagerly re­
sponded. Automobiles eventually undermined the rail­
roads' support of the parks by usurping their ridership 
and cutting severely into passenger profits.2' Initially, 
however, national park enthusiasts perceived the ar­
rival of middle-class park-goers in unprecedented num­
bers as a great boon to achieving park stability through 
increased visitation. By providing a more affordable and 
less restrictive means of travel, automobiles ultimately 
opened western reserves to middle-class Americans as 
never before.25 

Although the desirability of allowing automobiles 
inside parks was debated, no one in the park service 
questioned their value in bringing visitors to the parks. 
As one historian has argued, neither Mather nor Horace 
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M. Albright, who succeeded Mather in 1929, ever con­
sidered campaigns to increase park visitors "at odds 
with the urge, which they shared in full measure, to 
preserve the beauty of the parks." The parks simply 
needed to be "used." "Unless and until the American 
people started flooding to the national park reserva­
tions." Albright's biographer added, "Congress would 
refuse to appropriate adequate funds for the adminis­
tration and protection of the parks."2" 

Because of railroad and park service promotional 
efforts, popularity of automobiles, and expansion of the 
park system, visitation for all national parks rose dra­
matically—from thirty thousand in 1916' to almost three 
million in 1929. Despite the hard times that accompa­
nied the Great Depression, visitation to national parks 
continued to rise steadily throughout the 1950s. More­
over, Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal ultimately ben­
efited the parks in many ways. 

For the park service, the most far-reaching New Deal 
change was the introduction of work relief programs— 
implemented to allay the nation's crippling unemploy­
ment—which spurred construction of trails and facilities 
in the parks and gave new life to park promotion. For 
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