
MAINTENANCE OF THE PRIMEVAL IN NATIONAL PARKS 

By 
Arno B. Cammerer 

Director , National Park Service 

The term "park" has been applied so long to a man-made area 

planted to vegetation that i t i s sometimes d i f f i c u l t for our 

European friends to conceive of a nat ional park as a primeval, un­

spoiled a rea . Nearly every foreigner who v i s i t s American nat ional 

parks is led to comment on the fact that these areas a re quite 

d i f ferent from the a r t i f i c i a l l y landscaped parks with which they 

are fami l ia r ; — our na t iona l parks are wilderness preserves where 

t rue natural condit ions are to be found. 

When Americans in years to come wish to seek out extensive 

virgin f o r e s t s , mountain so l i tudes , deep canyons, or sparsely 

vegetated de se r t s , they wi l l be able to find them in the nat ional 

parks . While other areas are fashioned to meet the economic needs 

of the people, the na t ional parks w i l l continue to emphasize the 

insp i ra t iona l values inherent in unspoiled na tu ra l condit ions. 

The f i r s t p rac t i ca l move in the United Sta tes looking toward 

the preservation of primeval areas came when Congress established 

Yellowstone National Park in 1872. The following clause was i n ­

cluded in the Act r e l a t i v e to the care and management of that a rea : 

"Such regula t ions sha l l provide for the preservation from injury 

or spol ia t ion of a l l timber, mineral depos i t s , natural c u r i o s i t i e s 

or wonders within said park and the i r re ten t ion in t h e i r natural 

condit ion." When Yosemite and Sequoia were added-to the na t ional 



park system, the same elause was incorporated. 

Following the lead of e a r l i e r champions of wilderness condi t ions , 

Stephen T. Mather and a large group of conservat ionis ts rea l ized that 

for cer ta in areas there must be a type of conservation other than t ha t 

which was being followed in fores t preservat ion. They appreciated 

the fact that preservation of forests and forest areas for commercial 

use was highly important. But, they knew there must be some form of 

conservation which would se t as ide the superlat ive natural resources 

of the country for the higher uses of insp i ra t ion , sc ience , h i s t o r y , 

and recreat ion and yet would conserve them for a l l t ime. As a resu l t 

of the i r e f fo r t s Congress in 1916, establ ished the National Park. 

Service " . . . to conserve the scenery and the natural and h i s t o r i c ob­

j ec t s and the wi ld l i fe therein and to provide for the enjoyment of 

the same in such manner and by such means as w i l l leave them (the 

parks) unimpaired for the enjoyment of future genera t ions ." I t can 

be seen, therefore , t ha t in the nat ional parks the preservation of 

wilderness conditions i s more than a mere regula t ion; i t is basic 

law. This or ig inal fundamental pol icy has assumed increasing im­

portance with the passing of the years as many na tura l scenic resources 

have disappeared outside the parks . This ideal carr ied into effect by 

the park administrators has received the approbation of park v i s i t o r s 

and of conservation organizat ions. 

In the f i r s t def in i t ion of po l i c i e s issued to the new Service by 

the Secretary of the In t e r io r in 1918, i t was further emphasized t ha t : 

"The nat ional parks must be maintained in absolutely unimpaired form 
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for the use of future generations as wel l as those of our own t ime." 

A l a t e r statement of policy by die Secretary in 1925 specified that 

the nat ional p a r k s " . . . must be maintained untouched by Inroads of 

modern c i v i l i z a t i o n in order tha t unspoiled b i t s of nat ive America 

may be preserved to be enjoyed by future generations as wall a s our 

own." 

Before undertaking fur ther discussion of the place and mainte­

nance of the primeval, some def ini t ions are in order, for there has 

been considerable confusion in the use of the terms "wilderness" and 

"primeval." 

A committee of the National Resources Committee, in attempting 

to systematize usage of these terms, f i r s t divides a l l recrea t ional 

areas into four c lasses — pr imi t ive , modified, developed, and 

s c i e n t i f i c . The primit ive c lass embraces areas characterized by 

primitive conditions of t r anspor ta t ion , vegetat ion, fauna, or any 

combination of t h e s e . Primit ive areas may be road less , containing 

no provision for the passage of motorized t ranspor ta t ion (minimum 

size of forest roadless area , 100,000 acres ; of desert roadless 

area, 500,000 ac res ) ; v i rg in , with v i r t u a l l y no disturbance of the 

na tura l vegetative balance (not l e s s than 5,000 ac re s ) ; w i ld l i f e , 

providing protect ion for a l l wi ld l i fe spec ies ; wilderness , combining 

the requirements for both a roadless and a virgin a r ea ; sanctuary, 

combining the requirements of a v i rg in and wi ld l i f e a rea ; and 

primeval, combining the requirements of the road less , the v i rg in , 

and the wi ld l i fe a reas . 

Consequently, the term "primeval" w i l l in the following 
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discussion be applicable to areas within the parks that are roadless , 

v i rg in , and with wi ld l i fe protected. I t w i l l be noted that th i s i n ­

cludes nearly every portion of a na t iona l park that lacks roads. 

The adminis t ra t ive po l i c ies of the National Park Service have 

been based on the idea of complete sanctuary, complete protect ion for 

a l l forms of l i f e , both animal and p l an t . Hence, incorporated in the 

wi ld l i fe policy is the statement that "every species shall be l e f t to 

carry on i t s struggle for existence unaided." Predatory animals are 

to be considered an in tegra l par t of the wi ld l i fe protected within 

nat ional parks, and no widespread campaigns of des t ruc t ion are to be 

countenanced. The forest policy of the National Park Service conforms 

to similar object ives : "To maintain the fores ts of the national parks 

and monuments in t h e i r natural s t a t e as far as that i s possible and 

consistent with t h e i r use and safety; to maintain the fores t ecological 

balance." 

Opportunities for preserving the primeval are grea tes t on large 

Government reservat ions where no commercial or indust r ia l pressure in ­

fluences the manner of use . Fortunately, within the na t iona l park 

system ac tua l na tura l condit ions can be maintained because of the pro­

h ib i t ion of grazing, hunting, t ree cut t ing and l ike enterpr i ses that 

are usually des t ruc t ive . 

Whenever we plan the conservation of animal l i f e , we are confronted 

with three factors of environment which are e s sen t i a l to the existence 

of each and every species : (1) presence of safe breeding p laces , (2) 

presence of places of temporary refuge for individuals hard pressed by 

the i r enemies, (3) presence of an adequate food, supply. All of these 
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three fac tors must be present to assure sa fe ty of a species . 

In undisturbed natural condit ions we find these factors in 

greates t measure, and in the preservat ion of primeval conditions 

are found the best opportunit ies to conserve a f u l l complement of 

l iv ing forms. Cutting of timber, grazing, heavy human use, a l l 

affect these environmental necess i t i e s for l iv ing animals. Con­

sequently, enjoined by law to conserve wi ld l i fe within a park, the 

best way of doing i t is to leave i t s hab i ta t unmodified. The 

abundance of wi ld l i fe within the national parks t e s t i f i e s to the 

success of t h i s important policy of providing proper environment. 

In the protection of primeval a reas , there i s recognized the 

s c i en t i f i c importance of holding in tac t some of the bes t places for 

studying the d i s t r i b u t i o n , va r i a t ion , and re la t ions t o environment 

of the various forms of l i f e . 

From studies of the l i v ing world have come most of the advances 

in cul ture and the f i l l i n g of economic needs. The Ecological Society 

of America, sensing the importance of primeval areas as places for 

study, has advocated cons is ten t ly the se t t ing aside of nature reserves 

to be l e f t without management. Such reservat ions become of greater 

importance as we see the increasing despoliat ion of our na tura l 

environment by man, and the increasing need for ecological information 

on the pr inc ip les underlying l i f e and i t s r e l a t ionsh ips to other forms 

of l i f e . 

A proper balance between conservation and use without des t ruc­

t ion i s being worked out . Obviously, l imited areas must be u t i l i z e d 

to house and accommodate the park v i s i t o r s , and provide necessary 
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access. 

I t is only natural that a repreaenta t ive sect ion of each park 

must be opened to the public by motor roads. The policy of the 

National Park Service has been and w i l l continue to be to r e s t r i c t 

roads to those e s s e n t i a l for necessary access and for exhibi t ing 

outstanding features and then only when roads wi l l be consistent 

with the type of feature to be shown. Certainly, no wilderness lover 

could se l f i sh ly demand that the nat ional parks be kept only for those 

who are physical ly able to t r a v e l them on foot or on horseback, for 

they were d e f i n i t e l y s e t aside for the benefi t and enjoyment of a l l . 

In r e a l i t y , within the nat ional parks the road mileage is very low 

in comparison with the t o t a l area involved. 

The areas for concentrated use are small in comparison to the 

extensive unmodified por t ions . Traversed only by people on foot or 

on horseback, t r a v e l into these port ions i s not so g r e a t , but i t i s 

recognized that t h i s use i s just as important to the people v i s i t i n g 

the parks as i s the use of the concentrated camping a reas . These 

undeveloped areas are the port ions t h a t a c t as buffer zones to those 

isolated inaccessible t r a c t s which are seldom v i s i t ed by any human. 

There are within every major nat ional park primeval areas into 

which people are not expected to come unless they enter just as our 

forefathers entered the primeval wildernesses of the pas t , tha t i s , 

without the accompaniments of conveniences of t r a v e l or subsistence. 

These primeval a reas are fundamsntally es tabl ished and protected as 

areas in which neither the topography, the f l o r a , nor the fauna have 

been disturbed or wi l l be disturbed in any way by man. Large primeval 
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areas of t h i s type seldom invaded even by h ikers are found in Yellow­

stone, Mt. McKinley, Glacier , Yosemite, and Sequoia National Parks, 

and l e s s extensive ones in the other parks . Estimates of how great ly 

nat ional parks are modified are not to be obtained by t r ave l ing over 

roads through developed areas but only by inspection of the roadless 

areas of the parks which are t rue wildernesses. 

The proposed Everglades National Park in Florida has the follow­

ing clause wr i t ten into the Enabling Act: "The said area or a reas 

sha l l be permanently preserved as a wilderness, and no development of 

the project or plan for the entertainment of v i s i t o r s sha l l be under­

taken which w i l l in te r fe re with the preservation in tac t of the unique 

f lora and fauna and the e s sen t i a l pr imit ive na tura l conditions now 

prevai l ing in t h i s a rea ." In another proposed park, I s l e Royale in 

Lake Superior, development plans have purposely omitted roads. T ra i l s 

w i l l be few in number and simple in kind a s t h i s park wi l l lack even 

horse t ranspor ta t ion purposely to give emphasis to i t s value a s a 

pure unspoiled primeval park. 

Many members of the Appalachian Mountain Club are famil iar with 

the proposals to e s t ab l i sh the Mount Katahdin area in the Sta te of 

Maine as a nat ional park. Should that eventuate , the National Park 

Service would apply to the area i t s po l i c i e s herein out l ined, with 

spec ia l emphasis on preserving the primeval. Pa r t s of the Katahdin 

region have been cut-over, grazed, over-developed, and unnecessary 

roads have been constructed. The Service would attempt to reduce 

those in t rus ions to a minimum, and with the r igh t kind of protection 

allow them to reguin t h e i r natural f ea tu re s . The -objective of the 
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Service is to perpetuate the e s s e n t i a l wilderness character of Mount 

Katahdin. The r e s to ra t ion of wilderness features which have been 

dissipated by i l l -advised and unfortunate developments w i l l grea t ly 

improve the t e r ra in and emphasize the primeval character of the area . 

Those who are concerned over saving the wilderness condition of the 

Katahdin area wi l l appreciate such ob jec t ives . 

The proposed Kings Canyon National Park in California i s a 

typical area where a minimum of development should be provided. The 

Secretary of the In t e r i o r on September 20, 1935, in order to make i t 

clear how the Department planned to keep the wilderness values i n t a c t , 

issued the following pol icy statement: 

" 1 . This park wil l be t rea ted as a pr imit ive wilderness. 
Foot and horse t r a i l s to provide reasonable access wi l l be 
encouraged, but roads must be held to the absolute minimum. 
The s t a t e road now being constructed should never he extended 
beyond the floor of Kings River Canyon." 

"2 . Responsible packers w i l l be encouraged to conduct 
t he i r pa r t i e s through the park, the only r e s t r i c t i o n being 
the i r conformance to such ru les and regula t ions as wi l l be 
promulgated in the Interes t of the public and the preserva­
t ion of the pr imit ive character of the a r e a . " 

Likewise, the plans for the newly created Olympic National Park 

in the Sta te of Washington omit any hote l or lodge developments in 

the cen t r a l port ion of tha t park. Roads w i l l he l imited to ex is t ing 

ones and those necessary for access to the boundary. Simple she l t e r s 

for hiking and horseback p a r t i e s w i l l be provided along t r a i l s which 

will cons t i tu te the only means of access to the heart of the park. 

The great advantage to be gained by placing areas under mainte­

nance as nat ional parks is that the bas ic laws of Congress prevent 

8 



MOBomic and commercial use of t h e i r natural f e a tu r e s . Only by Act 

Of Congress can parks be es tabl i shed, and only by the same token can 

they be abolished or modified. Public endorsement of park objec t ives , 

therefore, has created the na t iona l parks of today. 

Because of specified dut ies which bring protect ion to a l l fea­

tures, the national parks a re in a most favored posi t ion to provide 

truly primeval areas sui table for the highest s c i e n t i f i c and educa­

tional use and such recrea t iona l use as may be consis tent the re to . 

We a l l need the tonic of the great insp i ra t iona l park areas to 

clear up the cobwebs and rus t of c i v i l i z a t i o n . The best guarantee 

that that tonic w i l l remain avai lable to future generations i s to be 

found in a sound Governmental policy of acquiring primeval areas be­

fore they are despoiled and maintaining them with the l e a s t d i s tu rb ­

ance possible including freedom from man-made s ights and sounds. 

Basic law, a def in i te pol icy , and actual p rac t i ce makes i t possible 

for the National Park Service to maintain large primeval areas in the 

national parks. Though the average v i s i t o r seldom gets very f a r from 

the few developed cen te r s , he may find close a t hand the sol i tude and 

quietude of a large primeval a rea . And h is only means of appreciat ing 

i t s extent i s dependent upon u t i l i z i n g primit ive sustenance and means 

of t r a v e l . 

For those who seek a primeval environment, just t r y the na t iona l 

parks! For those who seek a maximum of protec t ion for a primeval area 

of nat ional importance, l e t them inves t igate the adminis trat ion afford­

ed such areas by the National Park Service, the Government bureau 

designated to " re ta in areas in t h e i r na tura l condi t ion ." 
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