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ial by Bernard DeVoto, entitled “Let’s Close the

National Parks.” DeVoto, a long-time park enthu-
siast and conservationist, described his previous
summer’s experience on a tour of 15 parks, conclud-
ing that even though Congressional parsimony was
starving them out, the National Park Service’s staff
were performing heroically in trying to keep the
parks running, and that their “success at improvising
and patching up is just short of miraculous. But it
stops there, just short of the necessary miracle.
Congress did not provide money to rehabilitate the
parks at the end of the war, it has not provided
money to meet the enormously increased demand. So
much of the priceless heritage which the Service must
safeguard for the United States is beginning to go to
hell.”1

Running through a long list of reduced staffs and
funding, DeVoto came to Yellowstone: “In 1932,
when 200,000 people visited it, its uniformed staff
was large enough to perform just over 6,000 man-
hours of work per week: last year, with one and one-

In October, 1953, Harper’s Magazine ran an editor-

1. Bernard DeVoto, “The Easy Chair, Let’s Close the National
Parks,” Harper’s Magazine, October, 1953, p. 51.
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third million visitors, the shrunken staff performed
just over 4,000 man-hours per week.”2

Complaining about parks with “true slum dis-
tricts” and “hot dog stand budgets,” DeVoto con-
cluded that only a massive infusion of Congressional
funding would save the parks.3 But, he predicted,
“no such sums will be appropriated. Therefore only
one course seems possible. The national park system
must be temporarily reduced to a size for which
Congress is willing to pay. Let us, as a beginning,
close Yellowstone, Yosemite, Rocky Mountain, and
Grand Canyon National Parks — close and seal them,
assign the Army to patrol them, and so hold them
secure till they can be reopened.”4

More parks could be closed, DeVoto proposed, if
these were not enough. The result he hoped for, of
course, was that “letters from constituents unable to
visit Old Faithful, Half Dome, The Great White
Throne, and Bright Angel Trail would bring a nation-
ally disgraceful situation to the really serious atten-
tion of the Congress which is responsible for it.”>

2. Ihid., p. 52.
3. Ibid.
4. Tbid.
5. Tbid.
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In Yellowstone’s case, this all sounds more than
vaguely familiar. Seventy years earlier, other conser-
vation crusaders had tried successfully to ignite a
public campaign on behalf of a gravely threatened
Yellowstone.® In some ways, in fact, the parallels
between the early 1880s and the early 1950s are
spooky, right down to the deja-vu of bringing in the
army, which was done in 1886.

But in 1953, Yellowstone needed saving from
something quite different than it had in its early days,
when the cries to save the park were aimed at the ears
of a largely uninterested
and almost totally unin-
formed public. In the
1880s, Yellowstone’s
defenders saw it needing
saving from railroad devel-
opers and other wishing to
dismantle, reduce, or
invade the place with a
level of commercialism
that few conservationists
considered necessary.
Now, those same cries to
save the parks, including Yellowstone, were reaching
a public that had itself become the thing from which
the park most needed saving. Public affection for the
parks, in such short supply in the 1880s, was over-
whelming the parks by the 1950s.

DeVoto’s voice was just one in a chorus, with
even agency bureaucrats speaking quite openly
despite DeVoto’s sympathetic assertion that the typi-
cal park superintendent “is withheld from saying
what would count, ‘Build a fire under your
Congressmen.””7 In 1955, National Park Service
Director Conrad Wirth helped build such a fire when
he was quoted in Reader’s Digest:

1950s.”

It is not possible to provide essential services.
Visitor concentration points can’t be kept in sani-
tary condition. Comfort stations can’t be kept
clean and serviced. Water, sewer and electrical sys-
tems are taxed to the utmost. Protective services to
safeguard the public and preserve park values are
far short of requirements. Physical facilities are
deteriorating or inadequate to meet public needs.

6. Paul Schullery, Searching for Yellowstone: Ecology and
Wonder in the Last Wilderness (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1997).
7. DeVoto, “Let’s Close the National Parks,” p. 49.

“Public affection for the
parks, in such short supply
in the 1880s, was over-
whelming the parks by the

Some of the camps are approaching rural slums.
We actually get scared when we think of the bad
health conditions.8

At the time that DeVoto wrote, Yellowstone’s
managers had been adjusting their policies in
response to increasing numbers of visitors at least
since the prohibition of public hunting in 1883, when
it became clear that the park’s resources simply
couldn’t be consumed in that way if they were to
endure and be enjoyed the future. The individual vis-
itor’s use of Yellowstone’s
features had become grad-
ually less consumptive
ever since. Fishing bag
limits were repeatedly
reduced (and would even-
tually vanish entirely in
some drainages with na-
tive fish species in need of
special protection). Hot
spring and geyser forma-
tions were made unavail-
able for hatcheting off sou-
venirs, climbing, or bath-house and greenhouse
plumbing. Flower-picking and specimen-collecting
(rocks, antlers, driftwood, and so on) were outlawed
except under a permit to do bona fide research.
Camping and fires were ever more tightly regulated
and contained. In these and many other ways a more
gentle approach to the park experience was encour-
aged. There seems to have been very little serious
objection to most of those restrictions. But DeVoto
was right; the visitation explosion after the war
abruptly outran managers’ ability to adjust. It was no
longer possible to fine-tune regulations to take up the
slack, and in reality it probably hadn’t been for quite
a while.

favorite chestnuts that the national parks have
always been managed to favor increasing devel-
opment. It is, however, a flawed accusation when
made against earlier generations, who are indicted
retroactively for not having a full, late-Twentieth

I t is one of modern environmental journalism’s

8. Conrad L. Wirth, Parks, Politics, and the People (Norman,
Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma Press, 1980), p. 237.
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Built in 1891, the Fountain Hotel was razed in 1927. (National Park Service, Yellowstone National Park)

Century ecologist’s appreciation of the complexities
of human impacts on modern ecosystems, and who
were unencumbered by the host of environmental
legislation that requires modern managers to care
about the health of the park’s resources to a previ-
ously unimagined extent.

Roads, bridges, and a system of comfortable
accommodations were universally regarded as one of
the great triumphs of early Yellowstone, and are still
heartily admired and insisted upon by most modern
visitors. The development of the great resort hotels of
Yellowstone exemplifies precisely what the park’s
early supporters had in mind for the Yellowstone
experience.?

The first of these grand structures was the
National Hotel at Mammoth Hot Springs, more than
400 feet long and in some places four stories high,

9. The development of the hotels, and their ascendancy dur-
ing the great resort era in Yellowstone is described in entertain-
ing detail both Haines, The Yellowstone Story, 1I, and Bartlett,
Yellowstone, A Wilderness Besieged.

built in 1883 by the ill-fated Yellowstone Park
Improvement Company. While other smaller hotels,
lodges, and chalets would come and go over the
years at numerous locations — Mammoth, Tower
Junction, Norris, Canyon, Old Faithful, Sylvan Pass
— the park became known for the biggest buildings:
the National Hotel, the Fountain Hotel (1891), the
Lake Hotel (1891), the Old Faithful Inn (1904), and
the Canyon Hotel (1910). All of these were either
extensively modified or replaced over time, but they
each developed constituencies of their own, visitors
who would return again and again to a favored spot,
and who complained bitterly about the modification,
much less the removal, of their beloved hotel. As
recently as the 1970s, some park visitors still talked
about the demolition of the structurally compro-
mised Canyon Hotel in 1959 as if it was an assassina-
tion rather than a condemnation. Such huge build-
ings may seem jarring to the modern eye (Richard
Bartlett, one of Yellowstone concessions” most thor-
ough and thoughtful historians, has described the
Lake Hotel as “beautiful but architecturally mis-
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placed”10), but their devotees are as avid as those
who focus their passion on the geysers or the
wildlife.

The most famous Yellowstone hotel, of course, is
the Old Faithful Inn. Architect Robert Reamer’s orig-
inal log structure was augmented by additional (and
rather less attractive) wings in 1913 and 1928, and
soon became a Yellowstone landmark almost on a par
with Old Faithful itself. The cavernous lobby, the
massive fireplace, and the rustic interior balconies
and stairs still awe visitors today, and for most of us,
even those with doubts about the appropriateness of
the Old Faithful development, it is hard to imagine
the Upper Geyser Basin without that gigantic gabled
roofline.

Many of the smaller vintage structures, especially
the stores and the older National Park Service muse-
ums, present the same homey yet primitive aspect —
a beautifully cultivated, freely idealized image of
human habitation in a wild place. Together with the
hotels, this system of structures offered earlier visi-
tors what most apparently considered just the right
combination of comfort and exoticism to prepare
them for their daily forays, by road and trail, into the
Yellowstone “wilderness.” But by the time of
DeVoto’s essay, perhaps earlier in some cases, they
had done their job too well. They were wearing out
just as their charms were getting better known by the
year. It is a very short slide from rustic to tacky.

Against this background, we should reconsider
the earlier-mentioned chestnut that the parks are
increasingly developed. In the 1920s and 1930s,
under the inspired leadership of Directors Stephen
Mather and Horace Albright, the parks were popu-
larized and entered the mainstream of American
recreation. Mather and Albright believed that the
only way to justify larger funding appropriations for
the young National Park Service was to court a larg-
er constituency and show larger visitation totals.
They were very successful and made the parks many
new friends. The 52,000 visitors of 1915 (an excep-
tionally high year)had risen to 80,000 by 1920, 154,000
in 1925, and 227,000 in 1930. In 1940, visitation broke
half a million, and except during World War II it has

10. Bartlett, Yellowstone, A Wilderness Besieged, opposite p.
177.

climbed ever since: a million in 1949 (not to mention
two million in 1965, and three million in 1992).11 The
park had not grown larger, but still they came, more
and more every year. Where once dozens might
watch Old Faithful at once, now hundreds, even
thousands, gathered on the boardwalk around the
cone.

But, thanks in part to the sentiments of DeVoto
and others concerned about overcrowding, a gradual
reversal of Mather’s promotional policies took hold
firmly in the National Park Service. Nobody knew
better than park managers themselves the truth of
DeVoto’s claims about the collapse of the parks, and
by the 1970s, much of the old National Park Service
promotional rhetoric was gone and what remained
(such as the “parks are for the people” and
“Yellowstone: A World Apart,” slogans that were a
part of the jargon of both the National Park Service
and the concessioners) was increasingly unconvinc-
ing to park service staff who dealt with the public.
National Park Service staff have put progressively
less time into encouraging more visitation to
Yellowstone in the past 20 years, and have spent a
great deal of time trying to find polite ways to explain
to the public what a crisis overcrowding has become.
Yellowstone is still ardently promoted today, but the
promotion is carried out by park concessioners and
the regional travel industry.

romotion, however, is not the same as develop-
Pment. The idea that Yellowstone is overrun

with development, more all the time, seems
firmly embedded in the folklore of conservationists,
who will be surprised to hear that development of
the Yellowstone landscape, in terms of acreage of
land under human use, peaked before 1920 and has
been declining ever since. A quick run around the
Grand Loop Road reveals some of these reductions in
developed acreage in the park. This is not to suggest
that all of the following developments were in place

11. Visitation statistics are from Yellowstone National Park
records, annually updated by the public affairs office.
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at any one time; only that there were always more of
them in the early 1900s than there are now.12

Starting at park headquarters and travelling
clockwise around the park’s “grand loop” road, the
Mammoth Lodge and associated developments (cab-
ins, swimming pool, service roads, and so on) that
sprawled just opposite the hot springs is gone and
most of the ground has been at least partly reclaimed.
The Lava Creek Campground is gone. The Wylie
Permanent Camp at Tower Junction is gone. The
Wylie and the Shaw and Powell Camps at Canyon
are gone, and the huge Canyon Hotel and the small-
er hotel and store at the Upper Falls, along with
almost all of their related facilities, have been
replaced by one (albeit less attractive) “Canyon
Village.” The marina at Fishing Bridge is gone. The
Wylie Camp at Lake is gone. The Shaw and Powell
Camp at Bridge Bay is gone. At Old Faithful, the
Wylie and the Shaw and Powell Camps are gone, as
is the National Park Service campground. Just north
of the Lower Geyser Basin, the Fountain Hotel
(capacity 350) is gone. The Norris Hotel and Lunch
Station are gone. So are the Shaw and Powell Camp
at Willow Park and the Wylie Camp at Swan Lake.
Just the removal of the many permanent camps run
by Wylie or Shaw and Powell, with their hundreds of
tent-cabins and support facilities, is a remarkable
gain in ground; at most of these sites, only archeolo-
gists and a few knowledgeable locals even notice evi-
dence of what was once a big, active village.

On the other hand, there have been losses of
unoccupied landscape too, the most notorious being
the Grant Village development, with its accommoda-
tions, campground, marina, and associated facilities,

12. The establishment of the various structures and facilities
described in this essay has been well documented in Haines, The
Yellowstone Story, 1I. Park Historian Lee Whittlesey, in an undat-
ed note to the author in August, 1996, said that the peak of build-
ing in the park occurred at the very beginning of the century. As
one of the foremost historians of development and construction
in the park, he speaks with authority when he says “I feel very
safe in saying that there are far fewer buildings in Yellowstone
today than anytime since at least 1915 and probably since 1905.
The number today may be as little as half as many as in the past.
While many older buildings were razed in the 1920s and 1930s,
many new ones went up during those decades as well. It staggers
me to imagine the numbers of buildings that were here in, say,
1930.” For more on the modern dilemma of balancing cultural
and natural resource management needs in national parks and
other protected areas, see a special issue of the George Wright
Forum, 1996, 13(1).

so roundly vilified by environmental groups. But in
all there has been a substantial net gain in the park in
the past 60 years, in acreage covered by major devel-
opments; most of the “new buildings” that make
headlines in the regional papers are actually on sites
where old buildings used to be.

But the overall reduction in the acreage of major
developments may not be where the most significant
gains have been made. Scattered here and there, both
out of sight of the public and right along the park’s
roads, large and small maintenance camps, woodcut-
ter’s cabins, lunch stands, dairy operations, horse
pastures, random junk piles left near construction
sites, slaughterhouses, dumpsites (both for garbage
from hotels and camps, and for other kinds of refuse),
sawmills, and other intrusions almost beyond count-
ing proliferated in the park in its first 50 years. In the
weeks following the end of the 1988 fire season, it
seemed that anywhere one left the road and walked
back 50 yards, it was easy to find freshly exposed and
badly charred refuse heaps — artifacts of the sage-
brusher era, when anyone could pull their wagon off
into the woods, string a clothes line between two
trees, and set up housekeeping for a week or so.

But even the removal of all of these developments
may not have opened up as much acreage as did
changes in the roads themselves. In the 1930s, there
were often two or even three different routes by
which one could reach one major development from
another. The alternative roads and “cutoffs” do not
usually show up on the tourist brochures of that time,
but they were there, and they were open to the pub-
lic. Known locally as “Model-T roads,” because the
old cars were better able to handle their rutted, high-
centered grades, they were older sections of park
highway that had been replaced by better engineered
routes, but they were still open to anyone willing to
try them (and equally willing to get themselves out if
they got stuck).!3 Today’s three million visitors have
significantly less road mileage available to them than
did the 317,000 visitors of 1935. So do park managers,
who used to maintain more administrative roads
than they do now.

13. Yellowstone Park Research Library, “Transcript of
Aubrey L. Haines’ Forty-Hour Tour of Yellowstone National
Park, August 9-13, 1993.” Computer file and transcript in the
Yellowstone Park Research Library manuscript files.
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Yellowstone Park Transportation Company garage at Mammoth. It was destroyed by fire in 1925. (National Park Service,

Yellowstone Station Park)

his historical context is important in modern
Tdialogues over the park’s future management,

but it does not by any means suggest that
today’s park somehow has the “right” amount of
development. Some people believe the park to be
overdeveloped, others wish it had even more devel-
opment, but it appears that the extent of current
development — the acreage occupied by human
structures and therefore more or less divorced from
the ecological setting — may not be the real problem.
It appears that the resources of the park, especially
those most thought of as most vulnerable to competi-
tion for space, such as the grizzly bear, can handle ihe
current level of disturbed landscape. What they are
less able to handle is the number of people who,
using those developments as bases of operation,
spread out through the rest of the park in spatial and
temporal patterns that cause all manner of complica-
tions. It appears, in fact, that the people raising
alarms about overcrowding in the 1950s, were more
than right; they were only faintly aware of what the
crowding could do.

In 1955, the National Park Service launched a
broad, ambitious program called Mission 66, to
upgrade facilities, improve the roads and trails, and
in other ways solve the problems of overcrowding by
the year 1966. In Yellowstone, the agency aimed to
achieve not only these goals but also “effective pre-
sentation, interpretation, and protection of the
resources in Yellowstone by a management staff.”14
Mission 66 has left a complex legacy in Yellowstone.
It did, indeed, upgrade many roads, bridges, and
facilities, and no doubt visitors were better served,
but the program is now routinely criticized for sim-
ply accommodating more traffic rather than trying to
control or limit it. Thus, the biggest monuments of
Mission 66, Canyon Village and Grant Village, are
unpopular with environmentalists, but most visitors
using these facilities seem more than satisfied with
services they provide.

Canyon Village suggests the breadth of manage-
ment challenges of development in Yellowstone, and

14. Haines, The Yellowstone Story, 11, p. 373.
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how often those challenges have nothing to do with
ecology. “Canyon” consists of a large, rectangular
parking lot surrounded on three sides by stores, din-
ing facilities, and a National Park Service visitor cen-
ter. A campground stretches out to the north and
northeast of this rectangle, and cabins and larger
accommodation structures likewise spread out to the
east and south. The entire affair sits well back from
the rim of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, cor-
recting one objection to earlier facilities, that they
were too close.

But by the 1980s, Canyon Village was already out
of fashion among many who toil in the troubled
fields of national park aesthetics: it was regarded as
too suburban in style, and therefore architecturally
inappropriate in a national park. But the same
changes in taste that caused Canyon Village to fall
out of fashion also led to an ironic twist in its fate. By
the 1990s, there was already talk among cultural
resource specialists in the National Park Service
Regional Office in Denver of recognizing that
Canyon Village, like the Old Faithful Inn before it,
should be preserved because it was now representa-
tive of a certain era in Yellowstone’s history. Almost
as quickly as Canyon Village became regarded as
something of an eyesore in a national park, it also
became a kind of cultural milestone. Mission 66
became History very fast.

ission 66 developments thus reveal a diffi-

cult and comparatively new element of the

mission of National Park Service. The
agency is required by law to protect natural and cul-
tural resources; these responsibilities are defined in a
raft of legislation and policy. The effect of these
responsibilities, in the long haul, is a tendency to pro-
mote the steady accumulation of more and more cul-
tural sites that must be protected.

This should be no surprise, because Yellowstone’s
mission has been broadening since the 1880s, when it
ceased to be just a huge storage facility for geysers
and hot springs and also became a wildlife reserve.
The things now recognized as needing protection in
Yellowstone, but not envisioned as part of the park’s
mission by its founders, include ecological processes,
biological diversity, several endangered species, the
old-west tourist experience, the institution of the
ranger, and hundreds of archeological sites and his-
toric structures. The National Park Service is now

charged with far broader responsibilities than the
founders of Yellowstone ever would have imagined.
As the system of unique nationally significant sites
managed by the agency grew, there accumulated
many priceless cultural sites, from the Betsy Ross
House to the Anasazi ruins at Hovenweep. This is a
system of sites that will continue to grow, in response
to our continuing actions as a nation and our chang-
ing perceptions of ourselves. It is also a source of
national pride; what began as an effort to save one
extraordinary place has become an effort to celebrate
a multiregional, multicultural nation’s heritage.

But this enriching of the mission of the national
parks has interesting and perplexing side effects. As
places like Yellowstone continue to memorialize
structures no longer common elsewhere — from
winding, low-speed “auto trails” to romanticized
rustic architecture — they add yet another signifi-
cant, costly, and complicated element to their mis-
sions: they become in effect museums for really big
objects. This new emphasis promises to occupy a
growing percentage of the time and budgets of man-
agers, and can lead to fascinating complications. For
example, for many fire ecologists, the fires of 1988
were a spectacularly important event in the park’s
complex biological biography, a wholesome jolt
given by nature to the ecosystem. But for archeolo-
gists, the fires were a threat not only to hundreds of
historic structures, but also to very important archeo-
logical sites whose surface features were easily dam-
aged by them. Nature and culture now share the
stage in Yellowstone, and there is potential for dis-
agreement over which should have the leading role.

Further complicating culture’s share of the stage
is that in many parks including Yellowstone, two
often quite distinct cultural stories have emerged.
One is the story of whatever human culture occupied
the park area prior to its creation, whether Native
American or Euro-american. The other is the park’s
own administrative history, whether the record is
revealed in actual buildings — early bridge, hotel,
ranger station, or other — or in the ideas, philoso-
phies, and folklore of previous generation of park
employees. One of the most intriguing parts of the
aging process all parks undergo is the way the cul-
ture of their caretakers becomes embedded in the
landscape, through the naming of lakes after chief
rangers, the formalization of trail systems and memo-
rialization of their designers, the occupation of
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ground by beloved old hotels, and other actions.
Many parks are now old enough that there is good
reason to interpret the history of their management
as well as the original reasons for their creation. As
parks grow older and their administrative history
lengthens, it can gradually occupy a greater propor-
tion of the park’s image as presented to the public by
interpretive programs. This should not automatically
be regarded as wrong—indeed, it often is essential—
but as the decades roll by, managers will have to be
alert to somehow keeping the proportions right.

A popular arguing point among historic preser-
vationists in recent years has been that Yellowstone
National Park really is just a very large cultural site;
proponents of this view usu-
ally pronounce it with
smugness, even defiance, as
if they would like nothing
better than to fight about it.
According to this argument,
because we humans decided
that Yellowstone was valu-
able to our culture, we
would set it aside; we would
establish human boundaries
on it, and we would manage
it for our benefit and enjoy-
ment. There is a sound prin-
ciple here, that park land-
scapes are always human
landscapes. Only recently, for example, have ecolo-
gists and park managers known enough to recognize
the extent to which North American landscapes were
affected by humans prior to 1492. But this argument
represents a crossroads in the evolving role of
Yellowstone in American society. While many hold
that even the architectural and engineering legacy of
the National Park Service itself must be preserved
and protected in the parks, others worry that we risk
making too much of Yellowstone into a stockpiling
site for grand old buildings, bridges, and other
human constructions that were only created in the
first place to enable our benefit and enjoyment of
other resources here. The buildings in Yellowstone
are both interesting and historic, but they were a side
effect of the park’s initial purpose and have now
become a purpose themselves. One of the great chal-
lenges facing future managers will be coming to
terms with this new purpose.

“A popular argquing
point among historic
preservationists in
recent years has been
that Yellowstone National
Park really is just a very
large cultural site . . . .

lectual interest to the average Yellowstone vis-
itor, those very visitors have long held diverg-
ing views on what to do about it. The extent to which
Yellowstone should be developed is not merely a
matter of argument among people with professional
stakes in the matter, such as ecologists, historic
preservationists, park managers, or the travel indus-
try. In the spring and summer of 1968, only 15 years
after DeVoto’s polemic against cheap treatment of the
parks was published, journalist Robert Cahn pub-
lished a 15-part series of articles in the Christian
Science Monitor, entitled “Will Success Spoil The
National Parks?”15 A probing study based on Cahn's
20,000-mile tour of the
parks, it showed great sym-
pathy for park resources,
the people who manage and
use them, and the many
concerned people who
depend upon them for a liv-
ing. It also earned Cahn a
Pulitzer Prize and still is
instructive reading today.
Written at the close of
the Mission 66 era, when
visitor services were much
improved, it devoted less
attention to facilities and
more to the bigger problem
of the crowds. It contained what may have been the
first idealized fictional portrayal of how the parks
might be better run in the future, imagining a 1984
visit to Yellowstone. Cahn’s visitors, the Norton fam-
ily from New Jersey, began their trip with a visit to a
regional visitor center in Philadelphia, where they
learned about making advance reservations at camp-
grounds or motels. You can almost hear the romance
in his voice as he wrote that they could do this “by
computer” and could also rent “home-play television
tapes describing several parks”.16 As they
approached the park, they tuned in to a “special

Though this challenge may not be of great intel-

77

15. Robert Cahn, Will Success Spoil the National Parks?
(Boston: The Christian Science Publishing Company, 1968), a
combined reprint of the 15-part series of articles that originally
appeared in The Christian Science Monitor, May 1 to August 7,
1968, 56 pp.

16. Ibid., pp. 43-44.
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wave length” on their car radio, to hear a voice de-
scribing their surroundings and what the park held
in store for them.17 Having chosen not to make reser-
vations in the park, they could not take their car in, so
they rode in an “electric-powered minibus,” walking
“the final quarter mile to Old Faithful Geyser because
all roads and parking areas were moved away from
the fringes of the geyser back in 1971.”18 (This last
part actually happened, but the effect is probably not
as delightful as Cahn imagined.)

Some of the most intriguing passages in this
series of articles weren’t written by Cahn, but by his
readers. At the conclusion of the series, The Christian
Science Monitor published a survey, entitled “How
Would You Run the National Parks?” More than
2,000 readers filled out the form and returned it.
When asked about overcrowding, 402 people agreed
that the National Park Service should “build more
campgrounds, lodges, and roads to take care of more
people,” but 950 said the agency should “limit the
stay in a campground to the number of days it takes
to see the major attractions, with a maximum of three
days” and 801 support establishing “a limit for
entrance to each park, much as you would for a the-
ater. When a certain capacity is reached, a park
would be closed and reopened only to fill vacan-
cies.”1® An amazing 759 — almost twice as many as
wanted more campgrounds — agreed that all camp-
grounds should be taken out of the park in favor of
developments elsewhere. The public willingness to
tolerate limitations on visitation to Yellowstone may
have a longer and stronger history than most of us
imagine. It does seem that modern objections to plac-
ing limits on visitation and related development in
national parks come primarily from commercial
interests rather than from the public at large.

oday’s conservationists may look back on the
promotional efforts of early National Park
Service administrators, and of the planners
who launched Mission 66, with a mixture of conde-
scension and annoyance; that they could be so naive
as not to realize the eventual consequence of inviting
so many people into these fragile places seems
retroactively unforgivable. Was it really worth it, we

17. Tbid., p. 43.
18. Ibid., p. 44.
19. Ibid., p. 49.

wonder, just to make sure that the new National Park
Service and its small collection of landholdings had
enough friends?

Yet today’s parks, for all the press of humanity
lined up to get in, still seem short of friends, or at
least lacking in just the right combination of friends
to ensure them adequate budgets and reasonable pro-
tection. It could even be argued that the fiscal plight
of modern parks, including Yellowstone, is worse
than it was when Stephen Mather and Horace
Albright were welcoming the motorists and trans-
forming parks into great outdoor hospitality centers.
Current complaints about Yellowstone’s collapsing
infrastructure — wretched roads, overtaxed sewage
systems, and so on — are valid, but even if all those
things are fixed, the park will still not grow larger,
even as the crowds do.

Yellowstone is like the Shangri-La of Lost Horizon,
James Hilton’s classic novel of a secret Himalayan
paradise. Its residents and visitors knew that
Shangri-La was precious, and they knew it protected
important treasures, especially in the lessons it held
for the rest of the world. But they also knew that it
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