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Using This Book

This book tells the story of the evolution of the U.S. National Park
System, the first of its kind in the world. In Part 1, Bureau Historian
Barry Mackintosh pays tribute to an earlier history, Family Tree, and
discusses the complexity of System origins and designations. In Part
2, Shaping the System, he chronicles the step-by-step growth of the
System from its beginnings to 1984. Part 3 contains maps depicting
the System’s growth through the years and its extent today and a
listing of areas outside but affiliated with the System.
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A Few Words
About this Book

When did the National Park System begin? The usual response is
1872, when the first national park, Yellowstone, was established. Yet
certain elements later added to the System—the parks of the Nation’s
Capital, Hot Springs, and parts of Yosemite —predate Yellowstone as
parklands. And there was no real “system” of parks until a bureau,
the National Park Service, was created in 1916 to coordinate the
administration of those areas previously reserved under the Depart-
ment of the Interior’s jurisdiction.

With the establishment of a systematic park administration, the
way was paved for annexation of comparable areas from other
agencies. Efforts toward a fully comprehensive and unified National
Park System were accelerated in a 1933 Government reorganization,
whereby the Service acquired the national monuments, military
parks, and certain other areas of the War Department, the national
monuments of the Department of Agriculture, and the National
Capital Parks. With the major elements of today’s System thus
brought together, the Service became the primary Federal entity
preserving the Nation’s most significant natural and cultural resources.

The following account of this evolution is an extensively revised
edition of Ronald F. Lee’s Family Tree of the National Park System
(Eastern National Park and Monument Association, 1972). That book
took the story to 1972, the centennial year of Yellowstone’s estab-
lishment. Its orientation and reference value to Park Service personnel
and others inspired requests for an updating to encompass the major
expansion of the System—a doubling of the lands—since that time.

Yet more than just a new chapter was needed. Family Tree was
organized around the three management categories— natural, histor-
ical, recreational —to which virtually all parks were formally assigned
beginning in 1964. Because the assignment of each area to a single
management category failed to recognize the diverse resources many
possessed, this categorization was officially discontinued in 1977. The
present account refers to natural, historical, and recreational parks
only in an informal sense, consistent with current practice.

The multiplicity of designations applied to the individual units of
the System is a recurring irritant to those who value logic and con-
sistency. Essentially similar historic battlefields are variously titled
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national military parks, national battlefields, and national battlefield
parks; one is a national battlefield site. Some historic fortifications
are national historic sites, others are national monuments. Con-
versely, the same national monument designation is attached to areas
as vast as Death Valley and as small as Castle Clinton.

These 20-odd labels are rooted in the legislative and administrative
history of the System, with some in greater vogue at certain times
than others. Some are fairly descriptive of the areas so designated
while others are not. Some, such as national recreation areas and
national preserves, generally denote more permissive development or
use than others. And while national parks are usually the largest and
finest natural areas, and while national historic sites are all small
cultural units, exceptions in many categories render it impossible to
rank or evaluate park areas by their labels alone.

The dates used for park areas are generally those of the earliest
laws, executive proclamations, departmental orders, or other instru-
ments authorizing, establishing, or otherwise creating them. In some
cases, these actions occurred before the areas were put under
National Park Service administration. Such factors demonstrate why
a straightforward answer to the question of origins is difficult.

In an act approved August 18, 1970, Congress defined the National
Park System as including “any area of land and water now or
hereafter administered by the Secretary of the Interior through the
National Park Service for park, monument, historic, parkway, recrea-
tional, or other purposes.” This legal definition excludes a number of
national historic sites and other areas not owned or administered by
the Service. These are now administratively classed as “affiliated
areas” and are listed in the Appendix.

Ronald Lee’s Family Tree, with its chronological listing of all park
additions and concise elaboration of significant examples, develop-
ments, and trends, was for more than a decade the single best
treatment of when and how the National Park System evolved. This
book builds on Family Tree, documenting the major changes that
occurred in the 1970s and early 1980s. Like that source, this work
strives to provide a handy reference to those concerned with the
shaping of the National Park System.
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Before
the National Park Service

National Parks, 1872-1916 Yellowstone National Park, estab-
lished March 1, 1872, was the first area so designated anywhere. John
Ise, historian of national park policy, called the Yellowstone Act “so
dramatic a departure from the general public land policy of Con-
gress, it seems almost a miracle.” Although California’s Yosemite
State Park, established by Federal cession eight years earlier to
protect Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Big Tree Grove, was an
important conservation milestone, and although Hot Springs Reser-
vation dated from 1832, Yellowstone was the first unqualified embod-
iment of the national park idea—the world’s premier example of
large-scale natural preservation for all the people. Since then the idea
has been adopted around the world.

The remarkable Yellowstone Act withdrew some two million acres
of public land in Wyoming and Montana territories from settlement,
occupancy, or sale and dedicated it “as a public park or pleasuring-
ground for the benefit and enjoyment of the people.” The law also
provided for preservation of all timber, mineral deposits, natural
curiosities, and wonders within the park “in their natural condition.”
The twin purposes of preservation and public enjoyment, so suscep-
tible to conflict yet so eloquently reaffirmed by Congress when the
National Park Service was created in 1916, were there from the
beginning.

After Yellowstone’s establishment, the national park idea was
attacked by special interests, stoutly defended by friends in Congress,
and successively refined and confirmed. Fourteen more national
parks were established in the West between 1872 and 1916, most of
them closely following the Yellowstone prototype. One, Mackinac
Island National Park, established three years after Yellowstone, had a
short life, being ceded to Michigan in 1895.

Each of these national parks has its own history. Collectively, this
history is dotted with such important names in conservation as
Frederick Law Olmsted, Cornelius Hedges, Nathaniel P. Langford,
Ferdinand V. Hayden, John Muir, William Gladstone Steel, George
Bird Grinnell, J. Horace McFarland, secretaries of the Interior from
Carl Schurz to Franklin K. Lane, many members of Congress,
including Rep. John Fletcher Lacy of lowa and Sen. George G. Vest
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of Missouri, and President Theodore Roosevelt.

The next great scenic national parks after Yellowstone—Sequoia,
General Grant, and Yosemite, all in California—were not established
until 1890, 18 years later. General Grant and Yosemite were set aside
as “reserved forest lands,” but like Sequoia they were modeled after
Yellowstone and named national parks by the Secretary of the
Interior. Then in the Forest Reserve Act of 1891, Congress separated
the idea of forest conservation from the national park idea by
authorizing the President to proclaim permanent forest reserves on
the public domain.

This is the fork in the road beyond which national parks and
national forests proceed separately. Within 16 years, Presidents
Grover Cleveland, William McKinley, and particularly Theodore
Roosevelt proclaimed 159 national forests containing more than 150
million acres. By 1916 Presidents William Howard Taft and Woodrow
Wilson had added another 26 million acres. During this same period
each new national park had to be authorized by an individual act of
Congress, usually after years of promotional effort. Nevertheless by
1916, 11 more parks, including such superlative areas as Mount
Rainier in Washington, Crater Lake in Oregon, Glacier in Montana,
Rocky Mountain and Mesa Verde in Colorado, and Hawaii on the
islands of Maui and Hawaii, had been added and Mackinac Island
had been divested, giving the National Park Service 14 national parks
comprising some 4,750,000 acres upon its creation.

Establishment of these first national parks reflected in part
changing American attitudes toward nature. The old colonial and
pioneering emphasis on rapid exploitation of seemingly inexhaustible
resources was at last giving way, among some influential Americans,
to a new awareness of the beauty and wonder of nature. In Nature
and the American (University of California, 1957), Hans Huth
presented a fascinating account of the changing viewpoints toward
nature in the United States that preceded and accompanied the rise
of the conservation movement. America's leadership in national
parks is further explained by Roderick Nash in “The American
Invention of National Parks™ (American Quarterly, Fall 1970). He
credits four principal factors: our unique experience with nature on
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the American continent, our democratic ideals, our vast public
domain, and our affluent society.

The movement that resulted in making Yellowstone the world’s
first national park had its specific origins in the discoveries of the
Folsom-Cook Expedition of 1869, the Washburn-Langford-Doane
Expedition of 1870, and the Hayden Expedition of 1871. What might
have befallen these discoveries was suggested in a diary account of
the 1870 expedition published years later by Nathaniel P. Langford:
“Last night, and also this morning in camp, the entire party had a
rather unusual discussion. The proposition was made by some
member that we utilize the result of our exploration by taking up
quarter sections of land at the most prominent points of interest, and
a general discussion followed. One member of our party suggested
that if there could be secured by pre-emption a good title to two or
three quarter sections of land opposite the lower fall of the Yellow-
stone and extending down the river along the canyon, they would
eventually become a source of great profit to the owners. Another
member of the party thought that it would be more desirable to take
up a quarter section of land at the Upper Geyser Basin, for the reason
that that locality could be more easily reached by tourists and
pleasure seekers. A third suggestion was that each member of the
party pre-empt a claim, and in order that no one should have an
advantage over the others, the whole should be thrown into a
common pool for the benefit of the entire party.

“Mr. [Cornelius| Hedges then said that he did not approve of any of
these plans—that there ought to be no private ownership of any
portion of that region, but that the whole of it ought to be set apart as
a great National Park, and that each one of us ought to make an effort
to have this accomplished.”

Although the national park idea predated the occasion described
(with literary license) by Langford, his story vividly portrays its
essence: the placement of public good above private gain. Fortu-
nately, the consensus reached by the explorers and others advocating
public protection of Yellowstone's wonders won sufficient political
support to become written into law. The first national park stands as
an enduring symbol of enlightened governmental action “for the
benefit and enjoyment of the people.”

When establishment of the National Park Service came under
consideration in Congress in 1916, J. Horace McFarland, president of
the American Civic Association and an outstanding conservationist,
expressed the views of many in his testimony before the House Public
Lands Committee: “The parks are the Nation's pleasure grounds and
the Nation’s restoring places, recreation grounds. . .. The national
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parks, Mr. Chairman, are an American idea; it is one thing we have
that has not been imported. ... Each one of these national parks in
America is the result of some great man’s thought of service to his
fellow citizens. These parks did not just happen; they came about
because earnest men and women became violently excited at the
possibility of these great assets passing from public control. . .. These
great parks are, in the highest degree, as they stand today, a sheer
expression of democracy, the separation of these lands from the
public domain, to be held for the public, instead of being opened to
private settlement.”

National Monuments, 1906-1916 While the early national parks
were being established, a separate movement got under way to
protect the magnificent cliff dwellings, pueblo ruins, and early
missions discovered by cowboys, army officers, ethnologists, and
other explorers on the vast public lands of the Southwest. They were
especially threatened by plunder and destruction at the hands of pot
hunters and vandals. The effort to secure protective legislation began
among historically minded scientists and civic leaders in Boston and
spread to similar circles in Washington, New York, Denver, Santa Fe,
and other places during the 1880s and 1890s. In 1889 Congress
authorized the President to reserve from settlement or sale the land
on which the Casa Grande ruin was situated in Arizona. President
Benjamin Harrison proclaimed the Casa Grande Ruin Reservation
three years later. In 1904, at the request of the General Land Office,
Dr. Edgar Lee Hewett made a comprehensive review of Indian
antiquities on Federal land in Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, and
Utah. After consultation with scientists in the Smithsonian’s Bureau
of American Ethnology and elsewhere, he recommended specific
sites for preservation. With important help from Rep. John F. Lacey
and Sen. Henry Cabot Lodge, an Antiquities Act was passed in 1906
to help protect such areas and structures.

The act authorized the President “to declare by public proclama-
tion historic landmarks, historic and prehistoric structures, and other
objects of historic or scientific interest” situated on lands owned or
controlled by the United States Government to be national monu-
ments. It also prohibited excavation or appropriation of antiquities
on Federal lands without a permit. Unfortunately the act made no
provision for surveys such as that undertaken by Hewett. The
Department of the Interior, along with the departments of Agricul-
ture and War which also had jurisdiction over eligible sites and
structures, therefore relied for proposals upon a variety of sources:
recommendations from individual scientists and Government offi-
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cials exploring the West, accidental discoveries by cowboys and
prospectors, offers by private citizens of donations of land suitable
for monument designation, and projects conceived by local citizens
and sponsored by members of Congress.

The first national monument, proclaimed by President Theodore
Roosevelt some three months after he signed the Antiquities Act, was
Devils Tower. It was established to protect a prominent Wyoming
landmark, an 867-foot massive stone shaft visible for a great distance
and a guidepost over the centuries for Indians, explorers, and settlers.
In December 1906 three more monuments were created: El Morro,
New Mexico, famous for its prehistoric petroglyphs and hundreds of
later inscriptions including those of 17th century Spanish explorers
and 19th century American pioneers and settlers; Montezuma Castle,
Arizona, one of the best preserved cliff dwellings in the United States;
and Petrified Forest, Arizona, known for Indian ruins and petroglyphs
as well.as extensive deposits of petrified wood. The first historic
structure made a national monument was the Spanish mission of
Tumacacori, Arizona, in September 1908. By the time the National
Park Service was created in 1916, the national monument idea was
well established asameans of protecting natural and cultural resources.

Between 1906 and 1978, under authority of the Antiquities Act, 12
Presidents proclaimed 99 national monuments—38 predominantly
historic or prehistoric and 61 “objects of ... scientific interest.”
Extremely loose construction of “scientific objects” led to executive
establishment of vast natural areas as national monuments— national
parks in all but name. Of the 99 monuments that have been
proclaimed, 57 retained that designation in 1984, 27 became or
contributed to 24 national parks or national preserves, 3 became
national historical parks, 2 are now national historic sites, 1 is a
national battlefield, 1 is part of a national parkway, and 8 small ones
were abolished. The Antiquities Act is the original authority of more
than a quarter of the units of today’s National Park System.

Besides the national monuments proclaimed by Presidents under
the Antiquities Act, 33 other areas were authorized with this designa-
tion by individual acts of Congress. Twenty-two remained in the
System as national monuments in 1984. The remainder have been
retitled or never became part of the System.

Because of its application to such diverse areas, national monu-
ment designation communicates little about a particular area’s
characteristics. Congressional resistance to what was regarded as
undue use of the Antiquities Act has worked against Presidential
proclamations in recent decades. President Jimmy Carter’s stopgap
creation of 11 Alaska monuments for the National Park System when
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Congress failed to pass related park legislation in 1978 is the notable
exception. Most of the 11 national monuments individually author-
ized by Congress from 1965 to 1980 are prehistoric sites and relatively
small natural areas not readily designated otherwise; the System’s
more descriptive titles—national historic site, national seashore,
national battlefield —have come to be favored where applicable.

Mineral Springs, 1832-1916 Besides the national parks and
national monuments, Federal reservations were established at two
mineral springs. Since ancient times the soothing qualities of bathing
in hot waters have attracted people to these sources of rejuvenation.
Medicinal bathing reached its height of popularity in Europe during
the 18th and 19th centuries when tens of thousands frequented such
world famous spas as Bath, Aix-les-Bains, Aachen, Baden-Baden, and
Carlsbad (now Karlovy Vary). As mineral springs were discovered in
the New World, they too came to be highly valued.

When significant springs were found on the western public lands,
the Federal Government became interested. In 1832 Hot Springs,
Arkansas Territory, was set aside to protect 47 hot springs, which
were thought to have medicinal properties, emerging from a fault at
the base of a mountain. In 1870 Congress recognized the area as the
Hot Springs Reservation.

In 1902 the Federal Government purchased 32 mineral springs
near Sulfur, Oklahoma Territory, from the Choctaw and Chickasaw
tribes. Like the Hot Springs Reservation, the Sulfur Springs Reserva-
tion was placed under the Secretary of the Interior. The area was
enlarged, and in 1906 Congress renamed it Platt National Park in
honor of the recently deceased Sen. Orville Platt of Connecticut, who
had been prominent in Indian affairs.

Hot Springs Reservation and Platt National Park were assigned to
the National Park Service upon its creation in 1916. Hot Springs was
designated a national park in 1921, but it remained an urbanized
health resort and spa rather than a scenic or wilderness area. Platt, an
equally anomalous national park, lost its designation in 1976 when it
was incorporated in the new Chickasaw National Recreation Area.
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Executive and Legislative Actions Relating to Areas
Managed by the Department of the Interior through 1916

1832

April 20 Hot Springs Reservation, Arkansas (redesignated Hot Springs
NP 1921)

1872

March 1 Yellowstone NP, Wyoming, Montana, and Idaho

1875

March 3 Mackinac Island NP, Michigan (ceded to Michigan 1895)
1889

March 2 Casa Grande Ruin Reservation, Arizona (redesignated Casa
Grande NM 1918)

1890

Sept. 25 Sequoia NP, California

Oct. | General Grant NP, California (incorporated in Kings Canyon
NP 1940)

Oct. I Yosemite NP, California

1899

March 22 Mount Rainier NP, Washington

1902

May 22 Crater Lake NP, Oregon

1903

Jan. 9 Wind Cave NP, South Dakota

1904

April 27 Sully’s Hill NP, North Dakota (transferred to Agriculture
Dept. as game preserve 1931)

1906

June 29 Mesa Verde NP, Colorado

June 29 Platt NP, Oklahoma (incorporated in Chickasaw NRA 1976)
Sept. 24 Devils Tower NM, Wyoming

Dec. 8 El Morro NM, New Mexico

Dec. 8 Montezuma Castle NM, Arizona

Dec. 8 Petrified Forest NM, Arizona (redesignated a NP 1962)

1907

March 11 Chaco Canyon NM, New Mexico (incorporated in Chaco
Culture NHP 1980)

1908

Jan. 9 Muir Woods NM, California

April 16 Natural Bridges NM, Utah

May 11 Lewis and Clark Cavern NM, Montana (abolished 1937)
Sept. 15 Tumacacori NM, Arizona

16



1909

March 20 Navajo NM, Arizona

July 31 Mukuntuweap NM, Utah (incorporated in Zion NP 1919)
Sept. 21 Shoshone Cavern NM, Wyoming (abolished 1954)

Nov. 1 Gran Quivira NM, New Mexico (incorporated in Salinas NM
1980)

1910

March 23 Sitka NM, Alaska (redesignated a NHP 1972)

May 11 Glacier NP, Montana

May 30 Rainbow Bridge NM, Utah

Dec. 12 Pinnacles NM, California (date of transfer from Agriculture
Dept.)

1911

May 24 Colorado NM, Colorado

1914

Jan. 31 Papago Saguaro NM, Arizona (abolished 1930)

1915

Jan. 26 Rocky Mountain NP, Colorado

Oct. 4 Dinosaur NM, Colorado and Utah

1916

July 8 Sieur de Monts NM, Maine (incorporated in Lafayette NP
1919; redesignated Acadia NP 1929)

Aug. 1 Hawaii NP, Hawaii (split into Haleakala NP and Hawaii NP
1960; latter redesignated Hawaii Volcanoes NP 1961)

Aug. 9 Capulin Mountain NM, New Mexico

Aug. 9 Lassen Volcanic NP, California (incorporated Cinder Cone
NM and Lassen Peak NM from Agriculture Dept.)

Abbreviations Used in the Tables in this Book

NB National Battlefield NM National Monument NRA National Recreation Area
NBP National Battlefield Park NMem  National Memorial NS National Seashore

NBS National Battlefield Site NMP National Military Park NSR National Scenic Riverway
NHP National Historical Park NP National Park NST National Scenic Trail
NHS National Historic Site NPres National Preserve WSR  Wild and Scenic River
NL National Lakeshore NR National River
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The Early Years,
1916 to 1933

A new era for national parks and monuments opened on August 25,
1916, 44 years after the establishment of Yellowstone, when President
Woodrow Wilson signed legislation creating a new Federal bureau,
the National Park Service, in the Department of the Interior. This
action culminated years of efforts to establish a separate bureau to
administer and coordinate policies and plans for parks and monu-
ments by, among others, J. Horace McFarland of the American Civic
Association, Secretaries of the Interior Walter L. Fisher and Franklin
K. Lane, Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr., Reps. William Kent and John E.
Raker of California, Sen. Reed Smoot of Utah, and Stephen T.
Mather and Horace M. Albright, who became the first and second
directors of the Service.

The act created the Service “to promote and regulate the use of the
Federal areas known as national parks, monuments, and reservations
hereinafter specified by such means and measures as conform to the
fundamental purpose of the said parks, monuments, and reservations,
which purpose is 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.”

The act provided that the Service would supervise the national
parks and monuments then under the Interior Department, together
with the Hot Springs Reservation and “such other national parks and
reservations of like character as may be hereafter created by
Congress.” On the date of the act Interior administered 14 national
parks, 21 national monuments, Hot Springs Reservation, and Casa
Grande Ruin. The new bureau was therefore launched with respon-
sibility for 37 diverse areas.

The partnership of Franklin Lane, Stephen Mather, and Horace
Albright was one of those happy circumstances in which a blend of
energies and foresight created an institution exceeding hopes and
expectations. They seemed to work in a charged atmosphere in
which ideals were transformed quickly into reality. Supported in their
work by Lane’s successors as secretaries of the Interior, Presidents,
members of Congress and conservation leaders, Mather and Albright
established many of the Service policies and programs familiar to
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present-day visitors and employees—the uniformed ranger service,
the information and interpretive programs, the role of the conces-
sioners, the cooperating associations, and the professional natural
and cultural resources management functions.

During this period, despite the dislocations of World War I and the
onset of the Depression, the System almost doubled in size. Public
lands could still be secured for national parks and monuments, and
large wilderness tracts were set aside. Lands also were donated for
the first national parks east of the Mississippi, making the System
more truly national.

The increase in natural area holdings was spectacular. Six new
national parks were authorized or established, and six others sprang
from former national monuments or other reservations. Eleven
national monuments protecting natural features were proclaimed on
Department of the Interior lands and one was authorized by an act of
Congress.

The first national park following establishment of the National
Park Service was Mount McKinley, authorized in 1917 to protect the
Dall or white Alaska mountain sheep, caribou, Alaska moose, grizzly
bear, and other wildlife on and around the highest mountain in
North America. The two Alaska national monuments, Katmai and
Glacier Bay, were each larger than any national park and long the
largest areas in the System. Katmai was established in 1918 to protect
the scene of one of the greatest volcanic eruptions of recorded his-
tory, which occurred in June 1912. Glacier Bay, proclaimed in 1925,
contains some 16 great tidewater glaciers and their mountain setting,
together with abundant wildlife. Both became national parks in 1980.

The establishment of national parks in the eastern half of the
United States was a significant advance, building support for the
Service and the System in the most populous part of the Nation. Sieur
de Monts National Monument on the rugged Maine coast became
Lafayette National Park in 1919 and was renamed Acadia National
Park 10 years later. Three were authorized in 1926: Great Smoky
Mountains National Park, Tennessee and North Carolina, in the
highest section of the Appalachians; Shenandoah National Park
along more than 100 miles of Virginia’s Blue Ridge, affording superb
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