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A Few Words
About this Book

When did the National Park System begin? The usual response is
1872, when an act of Congress set aside Yellowstone National Park,
the first area so titled. Like a river formed from several branches,
however, the System cannot be traced to a single source. Certain
later additions—the parks of the Nation's Capital, Hot Springs, parts
of Yosemite—preceded Yellowstone as parklands reserved or estab-
lished by the Federal Government. And there was no real “system”
of national parks until a federal bureau, the National Park Service,
was created in 1916 to manage those areas then assigned to the U.S.
Department of the Interior.

The establishment of a systematic park administration within Inte-
rior paved the way for the annexation of comparable areas from
other federal agencies. In a 1933 government reorganization, the
National Park Service acquired the War Department’s national mili-
tary parks and monuments, the Agriculture Department’s national
monuments, and the national capital parks. Thereafter the Service
would be the primary federal agency preserving and providing for
public enjoyment of America’s most significant natural and cultural
properties in a fully comprehensive National Park System.

Ronald F. Lee's Family Tree of the National Park System, pub-
lished by the Eastern National Park and Monument Association in
1972, chronicled the System’s evolution to that date. Its usefulness
led the Service to issue a revised and expanded account titled The
National Parks: Shaping the System in 1985. The present edition has
been further revised and updated for the Service’s 75th anniversary
in 1991.

The nomenclature of National Park System areas is often confus-
ing. Units now bear some 20 titles besides “national park,” which
commonly identifies the largest, most spectacular natural areas. Other
designations such as national seashore, national lakeshore, national
river, and national scenic trail serve useful descriptive purposes. In
contrast, the national monument title—applied impartially to natu-
ral areas as vast as Death Valley and cultural sites as small as the
Statue of Liberty—says little about a place. For no obvious reason,
some historic forts are national monuments and others are national
historic sites, while historic battlefields are variously titled national
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military parks, national battlefields, and national battlefield parks,
among other things.

All these designations are rooted in the System’s legislative and
administrative history. Where distinctions in title denote no real dif-
ferences in character or management policy, the differing designa-
tions usually reflect changes in fashion over time. Historical areas
that once would have been named national monuments, for exam-
ple, more recently have been titled national historic sites, if small, or
national historical parks, if larger. Regardless of their titles, all units
of the System are referred to generically as parks, a practice followed
in this book.

The dates used here for parks are usually those of the earliest
laws, Presidential proclamations, or departmental orders authorizing
or establishing them. In some cases these actions occurred before
the areas were placed under National Park Service administration
and thus in the National Park System. In 1970 Congress defined the
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, recreational, or
other purposes.” This legal definition excludes a number of national
historic sites, memorials, trails, and other areas assisted but not admin-
istered by the Service. These “affiliated areas” are listed in the
Appendix.

Lee’s Family Tree, with its chronological listing of park additions
and concise discussion of significant examples, developments, and
trends, was an indispensable orientation and reference tool to Ser-
vice personnel and others tracking the System’s growth to Yellow-
stone’s centennial year. It is hoped that this revised edition of Shaping
the System, still owing much to Lee’s work, will serve the same pur-
pose as the Service celebrates its diamond anniversary.
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Before the National Park Service

National Parks The national park idea—the concept of large-
scale natural preservation—has been credited to the artist George
Catlin, best known for his paintings of American Indians. On a trip
to the Dakota region in 1832, he worried about the destructive effects
of America’s westward expansion on Indian civilization, wildlife, and
wilderness. They might be preserved, he wrote, “by some great pro-
tecting policy of government . .. in a magnificent park. . .. A nation’s
park, containing man and beast, in all the wild[ness] and freshness
of their nature’s beauty!”

Catlin’s vision of perpetuating indigenous cultures in this fashion
was doubtless impractical, and his proposal had no immediate effect.
Increasingly, however, romantic portrayals of nature by writers such
as James Fenimore Cooper and Henry David Thoreau and painters
like Thomas Cole and Frederick Edwin Church would compete with
older views of wilderness as something to be subdued and exploited.
As appreciation for unspoiled nature grew and as spectacular natu-
ral areas in the American West were discovered and publicized, notions
of preserving such places began to be taken seriously.

One such place was Yosemite Valley, where the national park idea
came to partial fruition in 1864. In response to the desires of “various
gentlemen of California, gentlemen of fortune, of taste, and of refine-
ment,” Senator John Conness of California sponsored legislation to
transfer the valley and the nearby Mariposa Big Tree Grove to the
state so that they might “be used and preserved for the benefit of
mankind.” The act of Congress, signed by President Abraham Lin-
coln on June 30, granted California the lands on condition that they
would “be held for public use, resort, and recreation . .. inalienable
for all time.”

The geological wonders of the Yellowstone region, in the Montana
and Wyoming territories, remained little known until 1869-71, when
successive expeditions led by David E. Folsom, Henry D. Washburn,
and Ferdinand V. Hayden traversed the area and publicized their
remarkable findings. Several members of these parties suggested the
possibility of reserving Yellowstone for public use rather than allow-
ing it to fall under private control. The park idea received influential
support from agents of the Northern Pacific Railroad Company, whose
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projected main line through Montana stood to benefit from a major
tourist destination in the vicinity.

Yosemite was cited as a precedent, but differences in the two situ-
ations required different solutions. The primary access to Yellow-
stone was through Montana, and Montanans were among the leading
park advocates. Most of Yellowstone lay in Wyoming, however, and
neither Montana nor Wyoming was yet a state. So the park legisla-
tion, introduced in December 1871 by Senate Public Lands Commit-
tee chairman Samuel C. Pomeroy of Kansas, was written to leave
Yellowstone in federal custody.

The Yellowstone bill encountered some opposition from congress-
men who questioned the propriety of such a large reservation. “The
geysers will remain, no matter where the ownership of the land may
be, and I do not know why settlers should be excluded from a tract
of land forty miles square ... in the Rocky mountains or any other
place,” complained Sen. Cornelius Cole of California. But more were
persuaded otherwise. The bill passed Congress, and on March 1,
1872, President Ulysses S. Grant signed it into law.

The Yellowstone act withdrew more than one million acres of the
public domain from settlement, occupancy, or sale to be “dedicated
and set apart as a public park or pleasuring-ground for the benefit
and enjoyment of the people.” It placed the park “under the exclu-
sive control of the Secretary of the Interior” and charged him to
“provide for the preservation, from injury or spoliation, of all timber,
mineral deposits, natural curiosities, or wonders within said park,
and their retention in their natural condition.” He was also to pre-
vent the “wanton destruction” and commercial taking of fish and
game—problems addressed more firmly by the Lacey Act of 1894,
which prohibited hunting outright and set penalties for offenders.

With Yellowstone’s establishment, the precedent was set for other
natural reserves under federal jurisdiction. An 1875 act of Congress
modeled on the Yellowstone act made most of Mackinac Island in
Michigan a national park. Because of the Army’s presence there at
Fort Mackinac, however, the Secretary of War was given responsibil-
ity for it. Mackinac National Park would survive only 20 years as
such: when the fort was decommissioned in 1895, the federal lands
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on the island were transferred to Michigan for a state park.

The next great scenic national parks—Sequoia, General Grant,
and Yosemite, all in California—did not come about until 1890, 18
years after Yellowstone. The initial Sequoia legislation, signed by
President Benjamin Harrison on September 25, again followed that
for Yellowstone in establishing “a public park, or pleasure ground,
for the benefit and enjoyment of the people.” Another act approved
October 1 set aside General Grant, Yosemite, and a large addition to
Sequoia as “reserved forest lands” but directed their management
along park lines. Sequoia, General Grant (later incorporated in Kings
Canyon National Park), and Yosemite were given their names by the
Secretary of the Interior. Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove
remained under state administration until 1906, when they were
returned to federal control and incorporated into Yosemite National
Park.

In the Forest Reserve Act of 1891, Congress authorized Presidents
to proclaim permanent forest reserves on the public domain. Forest
reserves or national forests, as they were retitled in 1907, would be
managed for their long-term economic productivity under multiple-
use conservation principles. Within 16 years, Presidents Grover Cleve-
land, William McKinley, and Theodore Roosevelt proclaimed 159
national forests comprising more than 150 million acres. William How-
ard Taft and Woodrow Wilson added another 26 million acres by
1916.

National parks, preserved largely for their esthetic qualities, repre-
sented a greater willingness to forego economic gain. Congress thus
maintained direct control over the establishment of national parks
and frequently had to be assured that the lands in question were
worthless for other purposes. Park bills were usually enacted only
after long and vigorous campaigns by their supporters. Such cam-
paigns were not driven solely by the idealistic impulse to preserve
nature: as with Yellowstone, western railroads regularly lobbied for
the early parks and built grand rustic hotels in them to boost their
passenger business.

Mount Rainier National Park in Washington was the next of its
kind, reserved in 1899. Nine more parks were established through
1916, including such scenic gems as Crater Lake in Oregon, Glacier
in Montana, Rocky Mountain in Colorado, and Hawaii in the Hawai-
ian Islands. There were as yet no clear standards for national parks,
and a few suffered by comparison. One such was Sullys Hill, an undis-
tinguished tract in North Dakota that was later transferred to the
Agriculture Department as a game preserve.

The Secretary of the Interior was supposed to preserve and pro-
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tect the parks, but early depredations by poachers and vandals at
Yellowstone revealed the difficulties he would face in managing these
remote areas. In 1883 Congress authorized him to call upon the Sec-
retary of War for assistance, and three years later he did so, obtain-
ing a cavalry detail to enforce Yellowstone’s regulations and army
engineers to develop park roads and buildings. Although the military
presence was extended to Sequoia, General Grant, and Yosemite in
1891, the later parks received civilian superintendents and rangers.

National Monuments While the early national parks were being
established, a separate movement arose to protect the prehistoric
cliff dwellings, pueblo ruins, and early missions found by cowboys,
army officers, ethnologists, and other explorers on the vast public
lands of the Southwest. Efforts to secure protective legislation began
among historically minded scientists and civic leaders in Boston and
spread to similar circles in other cities during the 1880s and 1890s.

Congress took a first step in this direction in 1889 by authorizing
the President to reserve from settlement or sale the land in Arizona
containing the massive Casa Grande ruin. President Benjamin Harri-
son ordered the Casa Grande Ruin Reservation three years later. In
1904, at the request of the Interior Department’s General Land Office,
archeologist Edgar Lee Hewett made a comprehensive review of pre-
historic features on federal lands in Arizona, New Mexico, Colo-
rado, and Utah and recommended specific sites for protection. The
following year he drafted general legislation for the purpose. Strongly
supported by Rep. John F. Lacey of Iowa, chairman of the House
Public Lands Committee, it passed Congress and received President
Theodore Roosevelt’s signature on June 8, 1906.

Comparable to the Forest Reserve Act of 1891, the Antiquities
Act of 1906 was a blanket authority for Presidents to proclaim and
reserve “historic landmarks, historic and prehistoric structures, and
other objects of historic or scientific interest” on lands owned or
controlled by the United States as “national monuments.” It also
prohibited the excavation or appropriation of antiquities on federal
lands without permission from the department having jurisdiction.

Separate legislation to protect the spectacular cliff dwellings of
southwestern Colorado moved through Congress simultaneously, result-
ing in the creation of Mesa Verde National Park three weeks later.
Thereafter, the Antiquities Act was widely used to reserve such cul-
tural features—and natural features as well. Roosevelt proclaimed 18
national monuments before leaving office in March 1909, 12 of which
fell in the latter category. The first monument was Devils Tower in
northeastern Wyoming, a massive 867-foot stone shaft of volcanic
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origin, proclaimed September 24, 1906. The next three followed that
December: El Morro, New Mexico, site of prehistoric petroglyphs
and historic inscriptions left by Spanish explorers and American pio-
neers; Montezuma Castle, Arizona, a well-preserved cliff dwelling;
and Petrified Forest, Arizona.

National monuments were proclaimed on lands administered by
the Agriculture and War departments as well as Interior. Proclama-
tions before 1933 entailed no change of administration; a monument
reserved under Agriculture or War would customarily remain there
unless Congress made it a national park. In 1908, broadly construing
the Antiquities Act’s provision for “objects of scientific interest,”
Roosevelt proclaimed part of Arizona’s Grand Canyon a national
monument. Because the monument lay within a national forest, the
Agriculture Department’s Forest Service retained jurisdiction until
1919, when Congress established a larger Grand Canyon National
Park in its place and assigned management responsibility to Interi-
or’s National Park Service. Similarly, Lassen Peak and Cinder Cone
national monuments in California, proclaimed in 1907 under Forest
Service jurisdiction, were transferred to Interior in 1916 when Lassen
Volcanic National Park was established and encompassed them.

Between 1906 and 1978, 12 Presidents used the Antiquities Act to
proclaim 99 national monuments—38 mostly historic or prehistoric
and 61 mostly natural. Fifty-two of them retained that designation at
the end of 1990. Of the remainder, 28 had become or contributed to
25 national parks or national preserves, four had become national
historical parks, one was a national battlefield, one was a national
historic site, two had been incorporated in a national parkway, and
11 had been abolished. Nearly a quarter of the units of today’s National
Park System thus sprang in whole or part from the Antiquities Act.

Mineral Springs Two mineral spring reservations also contributed
to the emerging National Park System. The first preceded all other
components of today’s system outside the Nation’s Capital.

“Taking the cure” at mineral spring resorts became highly fashion-
able in Europe during the 18th and 19th centuries, when thousands
visited such famous spas as Bath, Aix-les-Bains, Aachen, Baden-Baden,
and Karlsbad (Karlovy Vary). As mineral springs were discovered in
America, they too attracted attention. Places such as Saratoga Springs
in New York and White Sulphur Springs in Virginia (now West Vir-
ginia) were developed privately, but Congress acted to maintain fed-
eral control of two springs west of the Mississippi.

Hot Springs in Arkansas Territory comprised 47 springs of salubri-
ous repute emerging from a fault at the base of a mountain. In 1832
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Congress reserved four sections of land containing Hot. Springs “for
the future disposal of the United States.” After the Civil War, the
Interior Department permitted private entrepreneurs to build and
operate bathhouses to which the spring waters were piped, and Hot
Springs became a popular resort.

In 1902 the Federal Government purchased 32 mineral springs near
Sulphur, Oklahoma Territory, from the Choctaw and Chickasaw nations
to create the Sulphur Springs Reservation, also under Interior’s juris-
diction. The reservation was enlarged in 1904, and two years later
Congress renamed it Platt National Park after the recently deceased
Sen. Orville Platt of Connecticut, who had been active in Indian
affairs.

Congress redesignated Hot Springs Reservation a national park in
1921. Although the park encompassed some natural terrain, it remained
more an urbanized spa than a natural area. Platt, an equally anoma-
lous national park, lost that designation in 1976 when it was incorpo-
rated in the new Chickasaw National Recreation Area.
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Legislative and Executive Actions Relating to Areas
Managed by the Department of the Interior through 1916

1832
April 20

1864
June 30

1872
March 1
1889
March 2

1890
Sept. 25
Oct. 1

Oct. 1
1899
March 22
1902
May 22
July 1

1903
Jan. 9
1904
April 27

1906
June 8
June 29
Sept. 24
Dec. 8
Dec. 8
Dec. 8
1907
March 11

1908
Jan. 9

16

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

Yosemite State Park, California (incorporated in Yosemite
NP 1906)

Yellowstone NP, Wyoming, Montana, and Idaho

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

Sequoia NP, California

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

Yosemite NP, California

Mount Rainier NP, Washington

Crater Lake NP, Oregon
Sulphur Springs Reservation, Oklahoma (redesignated
Platt NP 1906; incorporated in Chickasaw NRA 1976)

Wind Cave NP, South Dakota

Sullys Hill NP, North Dakota (transferred to Agriculture
Dept. as game preserve 1931)

Antiquities Act

Mesa Verde NP, Colorado

Devils Tower NM, Wyoming

El Morro NM, New Mexico

Montezuma Castle NM, Arizona

Petrified Forest NM, Arizona (redesignated a NP 1962)

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

Muir Woods NM, California



Jan. 16

April 16
May 11
Sept. 15

1909
March 20
July 31
Sept. 21
Nov. 1

1910
March 23
May 11
May 30
1911
May 24
1914
Jan. 31
1915
Jan. 26
Oct. 4
1916
July 8

Aug. 1
Aug. 9
Aug. 9

Aug. 25

Pinnacles NM, California (under Agriculture Dept.; trans-
ferred to Interior Dec. 12, 1910)

Natural Bridges NM, Utah

Lewis and Clark Cavern NM, Montana (abolished 1937)
Tumacacori NM, Arizona (incorporated in Tumacacori
NHP 1990)

Navajo NM, Arizona

Mukuntuweap NM, Utah (incorporated in Zion NP 1919)
Shoshone Cavern NM, Wyoming (abolished 1954)

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

Sitka NM, Alaska (redesignated a NHP 1972)
Glacier NP, Montana
Rainbow Bridge NM, Utah

Colorado NM, Colorado
Papago Saguaro NM, Arizona (abolished 1930)

Rocky Mountain NP, Colorado
Dinosaur NM, Colorado and Utah

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

Hawaii NP, Hawaii (split into Haleakala NP and Hawaii NP
1960; latter redesignated Hawaii Volcanoes NP 1961)
Capulin Mountain NM, New Mexico (redesignated Capulin
Volcano NM 1987)

Lassen Volcanic NP, California (incorporated 1907 Cinder
Cone and Lassen Peak NMs from Agriculture Dept.)
National Park Service Act

Abbreviations Used in the Table

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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Forging a System, 1916 to 1933

By August 1916 the Department of the Interior oversaw 14 national
parks, 21 national monuments, and the Hot Springs and Casa Grande
Ruin reservations. This collection of areas was not a true park sys-
tem, however, for it lacked systematic management. Without an orga-
nization equipped for the purpose, Interior Secretaries had been forced
to call on the Army to develop and police Yellowstone and the Cali-
fornia parks. The troops protected these areas and served their visi-
tors well for the most part, but their primary mission lay elsewhere,
and their continued presence could not be counted on. Civilian
appointees of varying capabilities managed the other national parks,
while most of the national monuments received minimal custody. In
the absence of an effective central administration, those in charge
operated with little coordinated supervision or policy guidance.

Lacking unified leadership, the parks were also vulnerable to com-
peting interests. Conservationists of the utilitarian school, who advo-
cated the regulated use of natural resources to achieve “the greatest
good for the greatest number,” championed the construction of dams
by public authorities for water supply, electric power, and irrigation
purposes. When the city of San Francisco sought permission to dam
Hetch Hetchy Valley in Yosemite National Park for its water supply
after the turn of the century, the utilitarian and preservationist wings
of the conservation movement came to blows. Over the bitter oppo-
sition of John Muir and other park supporters, Congress in 1913
approved what historian John Ise later called “the worst disaster ever
to come to any national park.”

The “rape of Hetch Hetchy,” as the preservationists termed it, pointed
up the institutional weakness of the park movement. While utilitar-
ian conservation had become well represented in government by the
U.S. Geological Survey (established 1879), the Forest Service (1905),
and the Reclamation Service (1907), no comparable entity spoke for
park preservation in Washington. The need for an organization to
operate the parks and advocate their interests was clearer than ever.

Among those recognizing this need was Stephen T. Mather, a wealthy
Chicago businessman, vigorous outdoorsman, and born promoter. In
1914 Mather complained to Secretary of the Interior Franklin K.
Lane, a former classmate at the University of California at Berkeley,
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