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FOREWORD

We are pleased to present the third in a
series of National Park Service aids to interpreta-
tion.

The campfire program has a tradition almost as
old as the Service, and it is one of the most popu-
lar and valuable services we render. This booklet
is dedicated to the continued high standard of this
traditional service. It attempts to make available
for training and reference use some of the ex-
perience, imagination, and contributions of ideas
and skills of hundreds of men i1n Service uniform
who have gathered about firesides with hundreds of
thousands of visitors through the years.

H. Raymond Gregg, formerly Assistant Chief
Naturalist and now Regional Chief of Interpretation,
Region Two, Omaha, Nebraska, organized and prepared
the manuscript. There have been many contributions
of ideas, cover design, illustrations, and helpful
review by many members of the Washington Office
staff. Special acknowledgement is made to Principal
Naturalist Howard R. Stagner, the author of ralks
and Conducted Trips, for the portion of the manu-
script on community singing leadership. We are
proud of the teamwork which has gone into the pro-
duction of this booklet. May it contribute much to
maintain the high standards of the National Park
Service campfire programs.

Conrad L. Wirth
Director
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CHAPTER |
THE CAMPFIRE TRADITION

But see--a spark, a flame, and now The
Wilderness is home.
--Fdwin L. Sabin

The glowing fire that dispelled the fearsome
darkness also dissolved or kept away the real or
fancied dangers that lurked about the camps of
primitive man. Thus tamed by man, wildfire which
was in itself a frequent terror, became a giver of
security, making the night a time of rest, relaxa-
tion, and close fellowship around the fire. Thus,
the roots of the modern campfire tradition lie deep
within the human race, and they have been nurtured
through our rise to civilization.

The records of ethnology are rich with knowl-
edge and lore of tribal rituals centered about the
ceremonial fire. In much of civilized society of
historic time, the spiritual values of the family
fireside gathering have flourished, and widely
persist against the materialism of our age. The
spirit that made us a free people, and the genius
and fortitude that produced a great nation on this
new continent owe much to the close social, intel-
lectual, and spiritual intercourse around the family
hearth at the close of day.

As the explorer and pioneer penetrated the
American wilderness, the frontier campfire, from
which the modern campfire program descended, came
into being. Itscheerful flame, aromatic woodsmoke,
and glowing coals were comfort by night in the
westward march of empire on this continent. The
first national park traditionally was conceived by
the light of a campfire. By the end of the first
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World War, when people were coming in numbers to
the yet little-developed parks, it had become a
common practice for campers in these areas to gather
about their neighbors’ fires as night fell. There
they exchanged experiences or stories, sang to-
gether, and enjoyed good fellowship. With the
coming of naturalist leadership into the parks in
the early 1920's, this friendly impromptu custom
grew into planned campfire assemblies. These re-
tained the flavor of informality, group participa-
tion, and the atmosphere of the wilderness, formal-
ized only in that a naturalist, ranger, or invited
guest gave a talk or led a discussion upon some
outdoor theme.

Refinements have come, variety has been
introduced, and the number of participants has
increased tremendously in a typical national park
campfire program. To remain a campfire program, an
activity should retain certain characteristics.
Among them are the atmosphere and benefits of the
fireside and i1ts association, appeal to those human
emotions and traits, and satisfaction of those
needs of people which are linked with the campfire
setting. The participant should be led to clear
conclusions or the desire to do something about the
matter discussed in the program. He should clearly
understand something about the purpose and character
of the park, and his relationships and responsibil-
ities to it. Of paramount importance, he should
depart emotionally warmed, carrying with him the
spiritual energy of the campfire.



CHAPTER 1|1
THE CAMPFIRE PROGRAM IN CONTEXT

Behold, how great a matter a little fire kindleth
--James III, 5

The National Park Service campfire program is
a tool for welding the visitor’s random experiences
and impressions into well-developed understandings,
appreciations, and satisfactions relating to the
values which the Service is charged with preserving.
In this sense, the relation of the campfire program
to the other program activities of the park is
somewhat analogous to that of the science of
ecology to the separate biological and physical
sciences upon which it rests. Where there are other
contacts and opportunities for visitor experience
with the specific or detailed stories of the area,
the campfire program will serve i1ts greatest use-
fulness as an opportunity for establishing the real
values and meanings of the park. It should provide
the visitor perspective to relate interests,
experiences, and pursuits as parts of the whole
scheme of things in the park.

To illustrate this, a campfire theme may be
wildlife. If you were giving such a talk, you
obviously would introduce representative animals
and give some basic information about them. If
your talk went no further than this, it would be a
mere subject matter discussion, however complete
and well organized, and would fall short of 1its
possibilities. The talk should relate the animals
to their environment and to each other so that
interrelationships are evident. 1In such a talk you
would make i1t clear that the individual animals or
species affect or are affected by each other, by



the plants which grow about them, by the soil upon
or within which they live, by climatic factors, and
by the cycle of the seasons. You should help the
visitor understand man’s participation in and im-
pact upon this whole intricately interrelated
environment, so that he is aware of the influence
his presence, his actions, and his attitudes toward
1t have upon the welfare of the wildlife and, in
fact, upon the whole of Nature as 1t exists 1in the
area.

Your talk should include pointers on how and
where to observe wildlife in the area. Some of the
internal wildlife problems of the area and the ef-
fects of widely ranging park animals upon other
interests outside the park boundaries should be
introduced to point up some of the complexities of
management and the reasons for park wildlife policy.

At the end of the program, you will have led
the visitor through a realm of thought much broader
than mere information about the animals themselves.
lHe will see the place and the relative importance
of wildlife in the total resources of the area. If
your presentation is well-developed, he will leave
the program with a sense of having discovered new
things of which he is a part and a beneficiary. He
will feel a responsibility, in which his voice
should be heard. This “ecological” approach is a
far cry from a mere talk on the animals.

The campfire program comes at a time of day
when darkness limits the range of activities avail-
able to visitors. Often it 1s the only public
function in the park during the evening hours. As
such, it is an important social institution. Under
no circumstances should a “captive audience”
attitude be allowed to develop. Particularly in
campgrounds, the campfire circle may serve as an



evening community center where people gather to
visit and engage together in pleasurable common
activities. In conducting a campfire program, you
should approach it in this spirit. Whatever you
have to say will then be well received.

The atmosphere of the park, the relaxed spirit,
and even the inclination to meditation on the part
of the people at the end of the day are all in your
favor. Such conditions are ideal for dealing with
broader themes such as philosophies of parks and
their intangible values. Evenso, you must remember
that your visitors have little desire for grimly
purposeful “educational’ activities on their vaca-
tions. But, without being conscious of it, they
are easily led to what John Burroughs called “edu-
cation by the way.’”’

A “box office’ approach is not needed to
attract and reach the audience. You need never
lower your program standards on the justification
that “the people like it,’ or “this is what the
people want.’’ Most people want what the park has
to offer or they would not be there, nor would they
participate as they do in program activities. That
being true, any well-conducted park-related program,
presented by youas an interesting and well-informed
person, will have as ready acceptance as convention-
al types of entertainment. This is not to say that
as a park interpreter you have aparticular interest
in reforming people’s entertainment habits. You do
have an opportunity and obligation to capitalize
upon the visitor’s existing interests or those
aroused by experiences in the park. Through these
interests, you can widen understanding of the values
of the park and the importance of these values in
the whole scheme of conservation.
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This process, properly handled, has great
value as entertainment for people who are enjoying
the immediate benefits of direct experiences in the
park. And the constructive aftermath of new think-
ing and action regarding these things by those
participating in these programs 1s immeasurable.

In summary, your job as a campfire program
leader 1is to meet a diverse group of visitors on
their own ground, and toestablish a pleasant social
relationship with and among them. 1In this atmos-
phere, you will use well-conceived program tech-
niques to combine your offerings and their separate
experiences and opinions into impelling conclusions
concerning the important natural or historical
values of the area.
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CHAPTER 111
SITUATIONS AND SETTINGS

What is the fireside, if it warm but one?
--R. . Johnson

Fundamental physical elements of a campfire
program are simple, rustic facilities, a canopy of
the skies, surroundings that partake of the wilder-
ness or the camp environment, and, importantly, the
light and animation of the campfire. On the human
side, there are a pervading atmosphere of informal-
ity and fellowship, and a spirit of participation.

The campfire circle may be located near a
hotel or lodge, in a campground, at a point con-
venient to both campground and hotel or lodge, or
at a reasonable accessible point selected for other
considerations.

The facility may be extremely simple, with no
more than a fire pit and logs or rocks for seating
where people in a campground gather in the evening.
The use of such a facility may consist of mere
friendly social intercourse, spontaneous informal
programs involving only the campers, or scheduled
programs of similar intimacy inwhich the campground
ranger or a member of the interpretive staff pro-
vides leadership and presents a well-prepared
informal talk.

There are special types of informal “campfires”
in connection with trips such as Rocky Mountain
National Park’s alpine caravans and some of National
Capital Parks’ “Evening Adventures.’’ These have
elements in common with, but are not classifiable
as campfire programs as discussed in this booklet.
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The next magnitude of program is that in the
small-to-medium campfire circle, or amphitheatre.
In this type of facility no sound amplication is
necessary, and the physical arrangement is conducive
to the informality of the impromptu campfire de-
scribed previously.

The major campfire circle or amphitheatre 1is
a larger operation serving several hundred, but
not more than 1,000 people. Except in settings
with unusual acoustic properties, it is ordinarily
necessary to provide sound amplification in such
large facilities, thus introducing a mechanical
element that may decrease the qualities of in-
formality and direct personal relationship of
speaker and audience.

Here, it may be pointed out that the desire to
preserve atmosphere must be tempered with reality.
If conditions are such that the normal, unstrained
human voice is not clearly heard by the entire
audience, it 1s sensible to bow to the mechanical
age and use voice amplification.

In some situations such as the Sylvan Theatre
programs in National Capital Parks, and the “camp-
fire programs’’at Gettysburg National Military Park,
special conditions make 1t necessary to dispense
with the fire. This represents a loss in the
physical atmosphere of the campfire program. A
large audience because of its very size, tends to
change it from participant to spectator in character.
There are many who believe than an amphitheatre
which greatly exceeds a capacity of 500 does not
retain enough of either the physical or social
aspects of a campfire to be considered a campfire
program facility. However, it is not the purpose
here to establish quantitative criteria.
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Possibly remarks of Park Naturalist Paul E.
Schulz of Lassen Volcanic National Park in a talk
at a California State Parks naturalist training
conference will serve as an example of thinking on
the matter of facility size:

Our circle seats 350 persons, and we
do not use an amplifying system . . .
When (in) excess of 350 persons we will
conduct additional programs. We are con-
vinced that we can serve the public far
better by two one-man conducted programs
of 350 than one two-man program of 700.

The approach and quality of the presentation
in any outdoor setting can preserve the spirit of
the campfire program except as unity and receptive
mood of the audience are lessened by the physical
arrangements. There are several large, and some
fireless campfire circles in the National Park
System where effective “campfire programs’’ are held.

Natural factors, such as predominately in-
hospitable climate, or irrepressible insect nui-
sance, make outdoor campfire programs impractical
in some areas. Under such conditions, centrally
located indoor lecture centers or public space in a
concession building make possible a service sub-
stantially the same, except for outdoors atmosphere
and the campfire itself.

Projected visitor use buildings, which will
serve regular day-long information and interpretive
needs of the visitor, and existing museums with a
spacious hall, such as Moraine Museum in Rocky
Mountain National Park, may also serve for campfire-
type programs. These may either be regularly
scheduled in lieu of impractical outdoor programs,
or as alternates for campfire programs on rainy
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nights. In a number of cases, a room of modest
capaclity 1s regularly used in early and late
seasons when crowds are small and nights too cold
for campfire programs.

Someday, a plan may be developed for an
“amphiclimatic’” lecture facility which would make
possible either outdoor or indoor programs where
good and unfavorable weather conditions are a toss-
up, much as the “outdoor-indoor’’ swimming pools has
met seasonal requirements in many communities.
Such a dual facility is in the luxury class as far
as the National Park System is concerned. As a
practical matter, the established policy of the
Service is to develop only outdoor program facili-
ties except in those places where prevailing con-
ditions regularly make indoor programs necessary.

As a general rule, i1f conditions are such that
campgrounds receive regular and substantial use,
there i1s a place for campfire programs in the
canpgrounds. The campers are equipped both men-
tally and physically to cope with insect nuisance
or to endure chilly and damp conditions. Even on
cold and wet nights, campfire programs in camp-
grounds in some areas draw audiences almost as
large as those for programs under favorable condi-
tions at the same site,

In a fairly compact area, where visitors are
divided between campgrounds and concession accom-
modations, one program may be made to serve both
groups. Campers, as a rule, will travel farther to
a central campfire circle, on bad nights, than will
patrons of hotels and lodges. This fact may in-
fluence site planning., If the facility is to serve
both groups, it may be advantageous to place 1t as
close as possible to the hotel or lodge.
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There are no “pat’ answers in facility plan-
ning. Each problem is different. Interpretive
personnel and landscape architects and architects
should work as a team in its solution. This should
be borne in mind in reading the next chapter, which
deals with basic facilities and physical arrange-

ments. The discussions there are to acquaint you
with some of the facility types and planning prob-
lems. Read them only as guidelines 1n these

matters, written from the viewpoint of the person
conducting the program.
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CHAPTER IV
FACILITIES AND PHYSICAL FACTORS

What! is this not my place of strength,
e s+ o & & & e o & o o o« o« built for me,

Where the strong foundation stones were laid
--Tennyson

In the areas administered by the National Park
Service “campfire circle’” is a general term used to
describe a facility designed basically for evening
outdoor programs. Design and capacity vary greatly
according to the situation. You will find it most
satisfactory 1f the capacity is proper for normal
rather than peak loads. In a few cases, principally
in campgrounds where electric power is not avail-
able, or where by tradition and desire programs are
confined to group participation activities and un-
illustrated oral presentations, the structure is a
true “campfire circle.’” Such a facility usually
consists of a fire pit, with seats arranged in con-
centric circles around 1t:
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There are fundamental advantages and deficien-
cies in such an arrangement. It satisfies the
romantic i1dea of gathering around the fire and
provides the closest possible proximity to the fire
for the number of people seated. It has the dis-
advantage of putting nearly half of the audience
behind the speaker much of the time, however fre-
quently he shifts position or plays the Whirling
Dervish in trying to give attention to the entire
group. The speaker also may generate more physical
heat than inner warmth while penned against the
fire during an enthusiastic performance as song
leader, story teller, or speaker with gestures. Ile
will always be across the fire pit from some of the
group and further detached from them by smoke and
the voice-deflecting updraft of the fire. This 1s
not serious until the audience gets too big for the
speaker to be heard.

A three-quarter circle or semicircle, with
seats arranged concentrically away from a fire pit,
puts all of the audience in front of the speaker

and has the same advantages as the circle for those
in the audience:

SCREEN ¢ 1
SPEAKER
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The speaker now has no one behind him, but al-
most half his audience is still across the fire pit
from him, again posing a problem if the seating
capacity is large. By changing the position of the
fire pit, this situation can be improved:

PREVAILING WIND

SCREEN ;

[+ - |

SPEAKER

The fire is visible to all, even though they
are no longer “around it.’'’ The speaker now faces
all of his audience without obstruction, and his
voice does not have to penetrate the updraft of the
fire. If it 1s desired to project slides or motion
pictures, it can be done without the projection
beam having to pass through the smoke and heat cur-
rents from the fire. The new angle of fire to
screen also reduces the intensity of light re-
flection upon the screen. Where projection is to
be used, a center aisle arrangement is preferable,
so that no one is seated behind the projector, or
in line with the projection beam,

The circle, and to considerable degree, the
semicircle, should be pretty much restricted to
places where the group is small and the program is
entirely informal and orally presented. However,
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as many as 350 persons are served by an adaption
of the circle at Manzanita Lake in Lassen Volcanic
National Park. Park Naturalist Paul E. Schulz has

described this facility and the advantages he has
found in 1its use:

“Picture the circular campfire plan
and then interchange the locations of the
central fire with the segment of seats

behind the conducting naturalist. This
eliminated the ‘dead spot’ and still
leaves the feeling of sitting ‘round
the campfire’. The screen is behind

the audience, a portion of which will

do a ‘turnabout’ to view the projection

screen during the latter portion of

the program. The plan looks like this:”
PREVAILING WIND

\

r

CAMPFIRE
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PROJECTION ZZ%] SCRE;—ZN
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Actually, this “Lassen plan’ is a modification
of a plan designed for one purpose and now used for
another. Much of the success attained in 1ts use
comes from the quality of program and skill of the







