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Introduction 

Visitors to our system of national parks and monuments seldom 
pay much attention to park architecture. This is as it should be, 
for since its founding over 60 years ago, the National Park 
Service consistently has sought to provide visitor facilities 
without visually interrupting the natural o r historic scene. 
Occasionally, however, the park visitor will discover in one of 
the older parks a structure so highly stylized in its attempt to 
be non-intrusive that it attracts the immediate attention of those 
who are accustomed to the simplicity and frequent sterility of 
contemporary architecture. It may take the form of a pioneer log 
cabin, o r an Indian pueblo, or a New England "salt-box, " or it 
may be built of over-sized, rough-hewn logs and stones. Whatever 
its style, its obviously intensive use of hand labor and its clear 
rejection of the regularity and symmetry of the industrial world, 
mark it as the work of another age, the product of an attitude far 
removed from our own. 

For lack of a better phrase, these varied styles have long been 
inadequately lumped together under the term "rustic archi tecture." 
But perhaps a voice from the 1930s can explain the problem more 
clearly: 

"The style of architecture which has been most widely used 
in our forested National Parks , and other wilderness parks, 
is generally referred to as "rust ic . " It i s , or should be, 
something more than the worn and misused term implies. 
It is earnestly hoped that a more apt and expressive 
designation for the style may evolve, but until it appears, 
"rust ic , " in spite of its inaccuracy and inadequacy, must be 
resorted to . . . . "[1] 

A superior t e rm has never appeared, so "rust ic" it remains. 

This paper is an exploration of the r ise and fall of National 
Park Service rustic architecture. As NPS Historical Architect 
Merri l l Ann Wilson has noted, rustic was a function of its t imes. 

"This little noticed movement in American architecture was 
a natural outgrowth of a new romanticism about nature, about 
our country's western frontiers . . . The conservation ethic 
slowly took hold in this atmosphere of romanticism. Part of 
this ethic fostered the development of a unique architectural 
style. Perhaps for the first time in the history of American 
architecture, a building became an accessory to nature . . . 
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Early pioneer and regional building techniques were revived 
because it was thought that a structure employing native 
materials blended best with the environment . . . No [other] 
single government agency has to date been responsible for 
such a revolutionary break in architectural form. "[2] 

This monograph grew out of a survey of historically and architec­
turally significant s tructures in the areas of the Western Region 
of the National Park Service (California, Nevada, Arizona, and 
Hawaii). The survey required the evaluation of early rustic 
structures in the Western Region parks . When it became apparent 
that available historical data was insufficient for the purpose, this 
study was initiated. The goal was to develop a history of the NPS 
rust ic architecture movement, delineating its development, the 
influences it drew upon, its relationship to the history of the 
national parks , and its relationship to American architecture in 
general . The authors soon discovered that such a study could not 
be limited to the Western Region parks . Hence this paper attempts 
to relate rustic architecture to the history of the entire national 
park system. Because of the uneven availability of records, 
Yosemite, Sequoia, Crater Lake and Mount Rainier National 
Parks received heaviest attention. Consideration was also given 
to some buildings in Yellowstone, Glacier, Grand Canyon, and 
General Grant (Kings Canyon) National Parks and in several of the 
southwestern monuments. Unfortunately data on some other older 
a reas , including Rocky Mountain and Mesa Verde was unavailable 
within the limited scope of this project. For the same reason 
Acadia, the only eastern national park during the cri t ical period 
(1917-1927) when rustic architecture was developing, also received 
minimal attention. 

It is not the intention of the authors to catalog herein all of the 
significant rust ic s t ructures within the National Park Service. 
Numerous buildings worthy of preservation are not mentioned. 
Hopefully, this study will serve as a historical base for such an 
evaluation. A system-wide survey of significant rust ic structures 
is needed. Often rustic structures are too young (less than fifty 
years) to receive proper attention under the current cr i ter ia of the 
National Register of Historic Places. Each year a few disappear 
and a good many more are hopelessly altered by renovation or 
remodeling done without sensitivity to the original design. In this 
regard the authors can only concur with Ms. Wilson: "The rustic 
t imber and stone buildngs found in our national parks . . . represent 
an important irreplaceable architectural resource which should be 
used and conserved. "[3] 
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I. In the Beginning: 1872-1916 

The first national parks were a response to the romanticism that 
re-structured the American concept of wilderness in the nineteenth 
century. As seen in the ar t is t ry of John James Audubon, James 
Fenimore Cooper, Thomas Cole, George Catlin, William Cullen 
Bryant and others, the idea of wilderness developed during the 
course of the nineteenth century from an entity to be feared and 
conquered into a resource that should be preserved and treasured. 
As early as 1832, the painter George Catlin proposed: "What a 
beautiful and thrilling specimen for America to preserve and hold 
up to the view of her refined citizens and the world in future ages 
. . . a nation's park, containing man, beast in all the wild(ness) 
and freshness of their nature 's beauty. "[1] Besides preserving 
the land, Catlin's proposal also encompassed the protection of 
the American Indian in his natural setting. The early wilderness 
preservation philosophies—expressed through painting, poetry, 
essays , and later photography--helped lay the foundations for the 
acceptance of the first national parks . 

Beginning with Yosemite in 1866 and Yellowstone in 1872, public 
lands were set aside as parks . Early administration of these 
reserves was haphazard. Yosemite fell prey to a politicized board 
of state commissions, while Yellowstone was given an unpaid 
superintendent and no appropriations. 

In 1883, because of extensive poaching and political scandal, the 
Army was authorized to protect Yellowstone although it was not 
called upon by the Secretary of the Interior to do so until 1886. 
The Army stayed in Yellowstone in an administrative capacity 
until 1916. After 1890, the Army also was called on to protect 
Sequoia, General Grant and Yosemite. In each of the Army parks, 
the War Department was compelled to erect basic facilities for its 
own use. Fort Yellowstone, Wyoming, was the most important of 
these complexes. The army buildings there were constructed to 
standard Army specifications. Many were similar to buildings 
erected at other non-park mili tary installations of the period. 
The Fort Yellowstone stables, for instance, were nearly identical 
to those at the Presidio of San Francisco, while the Double Officers 
Quarters were s imilar to those constructed at Fort Lapwai, Idaho 
and Fort Spokane, Washington. [2] 

Typical of the later s t ructures built by the Army at Yellowstone 
was the second hospital. Completed in 1913, this enormous 
symmetrical building combined vaguely Georgian and neo-classical 
elements with a hip roof and projecting dormers reminiscent of 
early mid-western P ra i r i e Style architecture. 
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The second Fort Yellowstone hospital and the other Army buildings 
in the National Parks were constructed by an organization concerned 
primari ly with park protection and administration, ra ther than 
scenic values. The Army had no direct interest in the landscape, 
and this was echoed in their architecture. 

In those early parks where the Interior Department retained-admin­
istrative responsibility (including Crater Lake, Mount Rainier and 
Glacier) government buildings usually were limited to primitive, 
vernacular expressions of facility need. Crude frame shacks, log 
cabins, or tent frames usually sufficed. These early government 
facilities could be simple because responsibility for housing and 
transporting the park visitor was delegated to the park conces­
sioners. 

The early park concessioners received little supervision. Their 
structures were typical make-shift frontier efforts. Not until 
after the completion of the northern transcontinental railroads in 
the 1890s, did more advanced concessioner facilities appear in 
Yellowstone, for example. Among the first of these was the Lake 
Hotel, constructed by the Northern Pacific Railroad in 1890. The 
formal classicism of this s t ructure, with its ionic columns, three 
projecting porticos and symmetrical facade, made it clear that the 
building owed nothing to its setting. 

The railroads brought the first major developments to the parks . 
At the same time, as a part of this process , they also introduced 
their architectural and engineering expertise. The first railroad 
design responses to park situations tended, like the Lake Hotel, 
to ignore the natural setting. But during the first decade of the 
twentieth century, the railroads began to respond more positively. 
Doing so, they discovered, was only good business. Distinctive 
hotels in romantic settings drew more patrons. 

The rai l roads ' search for architectural styles suitable for park 
settings occurred at a time when landscape architecture was 
beginning to exert major influence on architectural design and 
theory. In 1842, landscape architect Andrew Jackson Downing 
had publicized his ideas on "picturesque" landscape and the 
importance of nature in architectural design in his widely-
distributed book Cottage Residences. Several decades later, 
Frederick Law Olmsted, S r . , a friend and pupil of Downing, 
working in conjunction with architects such as H. H. Richardson, 
strengthened the connections between architecture and landscape 
architecture. Their buildings were constructed of "natural" 
mater ia ls , including native stone, t imbers , and shingles. The 
building forms responded to their s i tes , and landscaping became 
an integral part of the design. 
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Another expression of rising concern about the relationship 
between a structure and its site developed in the San Francisco 
Bay area of California. Several California architects, including 
Bernard Maybeck, searched for innovative ways to use natural 
mater ia l s . Every feature of its [the group's] buildings, from the 
basic mass to the smallest detail, was coordinated to harmonize 
with the landscape. Ornament for its own sake often became 
unnecessary for some members of the group as they explored 
the textural richness derived from juxtaposing mater ials and 
shapes. Fo r others, ornament became a way of adding color to 
the composition or of going a step further to the symbolic or story­
like. [3] The relationship of Bernard Maybeck to later National 
Park Service rustic architecture still lacks clear definition, 
although the similarity of architectural theory is too great to 
allow complete separation. 

It is clear that Maybeck and his associates began to influence park 
architecture after 1900. In 1903, the Sierra Club erected LeConte 
Memorial Lodge in Yosemite Valley. Designed to serve as the 
Club's summer headquarters, it contained a l ibrary and a club 
information center. Weathered native granite dominated the sym­
metr ical Tudor Revival building, which bore the strong imprint 
of Maybeck in an exaggerated roofline which comprised more than 
half of the height of the structure, a huge granite fire-place, and 
its rough-finish exposed roof beams. The Sierra Club Bulletin 
stated that the building was designed by "John11 White, but the 
Maybeck influence is so obvious that the building was undoubtedly 
the work of Mark White, brother-in-law and construction super­
visor for Bernard Maybeck. [4] 

The development of railroad hotels in national parks and other 
western areas of scenic beauty accelerated after the turn of the 
century. At Yellowstone National Park in 1903, the Northern 
Pacific Railroad constructed the Old Faithful Inn. This six-story 
resor t was in the Swiss Chalet-Norway Villa tradition, but executed 
in a very western frontier manner. The exterior of the log frame 
structure was sheathed with shingles, and the building was heavily 
articulated with logwork piers and corners . Two stories of pro­
jecting dormers protruded from the enormous main gable, which 
was the dominant architectural feature. The combination of the 
logwork, shingles, and form resulted in a masterful s t ructure. 
The Inn was designed by Robert Reamer, who is said to have 
"sketched the plans while coming shakily out of a monumental 
submersion in malt, and some authorities claim to be able to 
read that fact in its unique contours. "[5] 
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Army Buildings, Cavalry Barracks, Bldg. #26, 1891; 

Second Hospital, 1913, photo dates unknown. 
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Lake Hotel, 1890, Yellowstone National Park, photo circa 1915. 



Le Conte Lodge, 1903, 
Yosemite National Park, photo circa 1913. 
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Old Faithful Inn, 1903, Yellowstone National Park, photo circa 1914. 



In Arizona, in 1901, the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe completed 
a branch from its Chicago-Los Angeles main line to the south r im 
of the Grand Canyon, several years before Grand Canyon National 
Monument was proclaimed. In partnership with the Fred Harvey 
Company, the railroad built a luxury hotel, El Tovar, at the south 
rim in 1904. The Santa Fe retained Charles Whittlesley of Topeka, 
Kansas, to design the building, which boasted more than one hundred 
bedrooms. It opened in January, 1905. 

Built with turn-of-the-century eclecticism, El Tovar incorporated, 
according to Fred Harvey l i terature, exterior elements of the 
Swiss Chalet and Norway Villa, with an exotic combination of 
interior motifs, including a fifteenth century dining room, and a 
ser ies of "art rooms" which contained Thomas Mo ran paintings, 
Navajo rugs, and other Indian artifacts. The hotel was "stained 
to a rich brown or weather-beaten color, that harmonized perfectly 
with the grey-green of its unique surroundings. It is pleasant to 
the eye . ' [6] Thus, even within the eclectic design, thought was 
given to the relationship between the hotel and its setting. Such a 
concern represented a distinct departure from strictly functional 
railroad architecture. 

Hopi House, directly adjacent to El Tovar, was constructed by 
Fred Harvey and the Santa Fe in 1905. The building was designed 
to serve as a gift shop where Native Americans could sell their 
wares . In that way, it provided an outlet for the Hopi who lived 
within part of it as well as for the Navajo who built traditional 
hogans adjacent. Hopi House closely copied the Hopi pueblo at 
Oraibi, Arizona, and was probably designed by Mary Elizabeth 
Jane Colter, architect for the Fred Harvey Company. The 
building was constructed in the traditional pueblo style, an idiom 
well suited to the setting. The Hopi House work had a lasting 
effect on park architecture, and on contemporary southwestern 
architecture, although later pueblo adaptations were generally 
less concerned with authenticity. The stylistic choice on the part 
of Miss Colter and the Fred Harvey Company was pr imari ly 
commercial, designed to stimulate interest in Indian goods. 
Judged by such standards Hopi House was successful; it served 
as a handsome marketing facility. Hopi House symbolized the 
partnership between commercialism and romanticism that typified 
so much of F red Harvey architecture. 

As park concessioners experimented with park building design, 
regional variations began to appear. Hopi House represented one 
possibility. In Yosemite, two buildings erected by the Yosemite 
Valley Railroad between 1908 and 1910 set another local standard. 
By 1910, the railroad had constructed a depot at El Por ta l near 
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El Tovar Hotel, 1904, Grand Canyon National Park, photo circa 1915. 


