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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The national park movement, an American concept, emerged 

in 1872 when Congress created Yellowstone National Park in 

the western mountains of the United States. Within a few 

years this nascent movement assumed international proportions 

with the creation of Royal in Australia (1879), Banff in 

Canada (1885), and Tongariro in New Zealand (1894). In the 

123 years since Yellowstone's inception, the national park 

concept has spread to 120 countries and resulted in 

approximately 988,000,000 acres of land being set aside as 

protected areas.^ 

International interest in protecting historical, 

cultural, biological, ecological, archaeological, and 

geological sites has spawned two world conferences and one 

world congress on national parks (1962, 1972, and 1982, 

respectively). Speakers at each of these meetings praised 

the efforts of the international community in their attempts 

^Kenton Miller, "The Natural Protected Areas of the 
World," National Parks. Conservation, and Development: The 
Role of Protected Areas in Sustaining Societv. ed. Jeffrey 
McNeely and Kenton Miller (Washington, DC: Smithsonian 
Institution Press, 1984), 20-21. McNeely and Miller's work 
contains the proceedings of the 1982 World Congress on 
National Parks. 



to create and manage protected areas and called for the 

creation of more protected areas and further research in site 

management.2 indeed, their calls have not gone unheeded. In 

the ten year period between the Second World Conference on 

National Parks in 1972, and the World Congress on National 

Parks in 1982, for example, the number of protected areas 

rose from 1,823 to 2,671; an increase in area from 

approximately 538,086,042 acres to 980,016,764 acres. By 1990 

the area had increased to 1,609,778 acres.^ 

Although this increase in protected area sites and 

acreage is something that most national park and protected 

area proponents should be proud of, these same proponents 

have largely ignored one vast natural ecosystem--the 

grasslands--in their efforts to protect natural sites and 

conserve biological diversity.^ While outstanding examples 

2See Alexander Adams, ed., First World Conference on 
National Parks (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 
1962); Sir Hugh Elliot, ed.. Second World Conference on 
National Parks (Lausanne, Switzerland: Arts Graphiques 
Heliographia SA, 1972), and McNeely and Miller, eds., 
National Parks. Conservation, and Development. 

^Miller, "The Natural Protected Areas of the World," 20; 
International Union for Conservation of Nature Resources, 
1990 United Nations List of National Parks and Protected 
Areas (Gland, Switzerland, 1990) cited in John C. Ryan, Life 
Support: Conserving Biological Diversitv (Washington, DC: 
WorldWatch Institute, 1992), 16. 

^Fred Samson and Fritz Knopf, "Roundtable: Prairie 
Conservation in North America," BioScience 44:6 (June, 1994): 
418-21; Paul R. Ehrlich, "Habitats in Crisis: Why We Should 
Care About the Loss of Species," Wilderness (Spring, 1987), 



of grassland biomes exist at the Serengeti and Kruger in 

Africa, at the Emas in Brazil, and at the Badlands and 

Theodore Roosevelt National Parks in the United States, none 

of these parks were originally created to preserve an entire 

prairie ecosystem in each nation. Instead, their foremost 

intent was to preserve the native wildlife. Historically, 

the grasslands have fallen outside the realm of natural site 

protection. Canada's Grasslands National Park offers the 

only exception to this unfortunate disregard.^ 

The oversight in grasslands preservation is especially 

ironic when one considers that the initial call for a 

national park was specifically made in order to protect and 

preserve the vanishing images of primitive America, and thus, 

the Great Plains. At the same time that American explorers 

were describing the Plains as a "desert" fit only for 

indigenous natives and wild animals, George Catlin, writing 

in 1833, advocated that the federal government initiate a 

policy that would create a "nation's Park" on the Plains, one 

12. An ecosystem is an ecological community together with 
its physical environment. A biome is a community of living 
organisms of a single ecological region. 

^Miller, "The Natural Protected Areas of the World," 21; 
Claude Monder and Steve Kun, "The Lone Prairie: Protecting 
Natural Grasslands in Canada," McNeely and Miller, National 
Parks. Conservation, and Development. 508-17; Council on 
Environmental Quality, Annual Report for 1984 (Washington, 
DC: Government Printing Office, 1984), figure 2-13, p. 32. 



that would preserve both the Native Americans and the bison 

in their "pristine beauty and wilderness."^ Despite 

America's growing awareness of "nature and wilderness" as 

unique representatives of American culture,^ Catlin was ahead 

of his time. In 1872, Congress finally responded to Catlin's 

plea and created the nation's and the world's first national 

park on the Yellowstone plateau. Yellowstone and the parks 

that followed set the trend in national park site selection 

and standards. Consequently, most of the national parks that 

Congress established during the next seventy-five years were 

located in the mountainous terrain of the Western United 

States. 

In the meantime. Congress, concerned with filling the 

Great Plains with 160-acre homesteads, ignored the Plains 

region and the adjacent grasslands as sites for national 

parks. Congress waited until the early twentieth century 

before designating three sites on the Great Plains for 

national park status: Wind Cave in South Dakota, Sullys Hill 

in North Dakota, and Piatt in Oklahoma. In all three cases, 

protecting the grasslands ecosystems played only a minor 

^George Catlin, Letters and Notes on the North American 
Indian Tribes . . . vol. I (London: Tosswill and Meyers, 
1841), 261. 

"7Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 3rd ed., 1982), 67-83. 



role, if, indeed, it figured at all, in designating these 

three areas as national parks. 

The first national monuments did not appear until 

Congress passed the Antiquities Act in 1906. Although 

Congress originally designed the Antiquities Act to protect 

archaeological sites unique to the Southwest, the first 

national monument, ironically, was Devils Tower, a geological 

anomaly (rather than a unique Southwestern archaeological 

site) on the western edge of the Great Plains.^ A second, 

and larger, irony is that regions with less historical and 

ecological significance have continued to overshadow the 

Great Plains in the National Park System. The purpose of my 

dissertation, then, is to examine the Great Plains--where 

many events of western United States history and legend 

occurred--and the national park process, and to proffer an 

interpretive history of those existing or proposed national 

parks and monuments on the Great Plains. The intent is to 

shed light on the interactive process of landscape, national 

policy, and history. 

^Barry Macintosh, The National Parks: Shaping the 
System (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1991), 
13. Hal Rothman, Preserving Different Pasts: The American 
National Monuments (Urbana: University of Chicago Press, 
1989), 56. Robert W. Righter, "National Monuments to 
National Parks: The Use of the Antiquities Act of 1906," The 
Western Historical Ouarterlv 20 (August, 1989): 284-5. The 
National Park Service does not use the possessive for either 
Sullys Hill or Devils Tower. 



While the purpose ot my study is to examine the national 

parks and monuments on the Great Plains, I do not propose to 

write a travel guide to those parks and monuments. Nor will 

I attempt to compile a complete history of each park and 

monument on the Great Plains. Using the Great Plains 

national parks and monuments as a focus, this dissertation, 

instead, examines the changing perceptions and attitudes of 

the public, the government, and the National Park Service 

toward nature preservation in one large biotic province of 

the American West--the Great Plains. 

The selection of Devils Tower as the first national 

monument, and the subsequent rejection of Palo Duro Canyon as 

a national park or monument, is an example of the 

government's inconsistent legislative policies in regards to 

site selection. Historians and other people interested in 

the national park movement have posited several theories that 

attempt to explain the vicissitudinous attitudes in the 

selection policies for national parks. Alfred Runte (1987) 

suggests that the commercial non-value of surrounding land 

influenced the selection of national park sites. Yet, as 

other historians are quick to point out, once the government 

designates an area as a national park, adjacent property 

values usually increase rather than decrease. These same 

proponents point out that tourism also provides a national 

park region with additional economic potential. While 

Runte's theory of "national park sites as wastelands" remains 



controversial, he offers a second argument that historians 

have been more apt to accept. His stance is based on the 

contention that National park site selection rested on 

spectacular, or "monumental," scenery that would eclipse or 

outshine European cultural artifacts. Indeed, Runte's belief 

that America's national parks served as America's cultural 

"crown jewels" does have some merit when one examines the 

park selection policies in the first three decades of the 

NPS. 9 

Long before Runte wrote, Robert Shankland (1951) 

asserted that Steve Mather, the first National Park Service 

director, and his successors endorsed only those areas whose 

size, primitiveness, and uniqueness made them of national 

interest.-^^ Even earlier, Jenks Cameron (1922), in an 

attempt to distinguish between the two major NPS 

^Alfred Runte, National Parks: The American Experience 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2nd ed., 1987); Dan 
Flores and T. Blake Morris, "The Plains and the Parks: Palo 
Duro Canyon and a Failed Attempt at a 'National Park of the 
Plains," Unpublished Manuscript, p. 3; Richard West Sellars, 
"The National Parks: A Forum on the 'Worthless Lands' 
Thesis," in Journal of Forest History 27 (July, 1983): 130-
45. This "forum" consisted of National Park Service 
Historian Richard Sellars* critique of Runte's thesis, 
Runte's rebuttal, and comments from former NPS Chief 
Historian and Assistant Director Robert M. Utley, Yale 
University Professor of History Robin W. Winks, and San Diego 
State University Professor of History Thomas R. Cox. 

l^Robert Shankland, Stephen Mather of the National Parks 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1951), 184. 
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classifications, noted that the monuments were the "raw 

material" of national parks.H Hal Rothman (1989) pointed 

out that Mather used the Antiquities Act in the Southwest to 

create national monuments as a holding action until Congress 

could create national parks on those sites.12 Although 

Mather nearly doubled the size of the national parks and 

monuments, his selection criteria, based on "monumentalism," 

denied national park status to many other deserving sites, or 

at least sites that would have provided a more balanced range 

of geological and ecosystem representation. 

Early publications on the national park system 

compounded this emphasis on "monumentalism" while, 

consciously or unconsciously, negating, through blatant 

omission, the subtle beauty found on the Plains. For 

instance, most travelogues completely ignored any mention of 

the national parks and monuments located in the Great Plains. 

The few histories that addressed the national parks did so 

only in passing and often in negative ways. John Ise (1961) 

was the first to capture a general impression of the poor 

quality of the Great Plains national parks and monuments when 

he described Wind Cave, Sullys Hill, and Piatt as "Three 

11Jenks Cameron, The National Park Service: Its 
History. Activities, and Organization (New York: D. 
Appleton and Company, 1922), 8. 

l̂ Hal Rothman, Preserving Different Pasts: The American 
NationaJ, Monuments (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1989), 101. 
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Inferior National Parks."1^ Thus, negative perceptions have 

had a strong influence on the NPS, the government, and the 

general public for many years. 

While other National Park Service histories discuss NPS 

policy, some histories of the national park system concern 

themselves only with specific parks and the problems those 

specific parks faced in their creation and management. Local 

historical societies or the NPS itself have produced 

histories of specific Great Plains parks and monuments. 

Since these histories focus on a specific park or monument, 

their authors tend to ignore the larger issues of ecosystem 

protection and management that the National Park System faces 

as a consequence of increased park visitation, l'̂  

For those national parks that have been created on the 

prairies, maintaining a grasslands ecosystem has meant more 

than protecting what is there. In many cases, the National 

Park Service has attempted to restore the grasslands biome to 

l^John Ise, Our National Park Policy: A Critical 
History (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1961), 136-142. 

1"̂  "National Parks System Is Facing Threats form 
Overcrowding and Deterioration," New York Times. Sunday, 3 
August 1980: 40. According to this article, the NPS issued a 
"The State of the Parks" in the spring of 1980. The report 
listed 73 various threats, which the NPS grouped into 7 
categories: aesthetic degradation, air pollution, water 
pollution, shrinking water supa minerals or wildlife, exotic 
species encroachment, the physical impact of visitors, and 
the state of park operations. 
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its pre-Columbian state. Such restoration efforts have 

required the NPS to go beyond reintroducing native grasses to 

an area. The Park Service has also had to overcome local 

biases toward reintroducing fire as a natural condition and 

native wildlife such as the Plains buffalo and elk to prairie 

national parks. Despite NPS attempts to restore Great Plains 

parks to their "original state," the grassland biotic 

community remains incomplete, lacking the large natural 

predators such as the Plains wolf and the grizzly bear that 

preyed on the vast herds of ungulates that roamed the 

prairies. 

In the 160 years since George Catlin made his initial 

plea for a "nation's Park" on the Plains, the National Park 

System has grown to include over 350 areas. Located in 

forty-nine of the fifty states, the District of Columbia, the 

Virgin Islands, Puerto Rico, Guam, American Somoa, and Saipan 

the NPS maintains 350 sites that cover more than 80 million 

acres, an area larger than Colorado.1^ of these sites, 50 

are actually national parks and 78 are national monuments. 

l^The National Park Service, The National Parks: Index 
1991 (Washington, EXT: Government Printing Office, 1991), 3; 
William C. Everhart, The National Park Service (Boulder, 
Colorado: Westview Press, 1983), 187. Everhart notes that 
as the National Park System has grown so has the number of 
titles that Congress has applied to the different sites. 
National Park Service members do not distinguish between the 
sites and refer to them all as parks. For the purposes of 
this dissertation, the term "parks" specifically refers to 
those sites designated as national parks. 
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Presently, nine sites--three parks and six monuments--

exist on the northern Great Plains. Two other national 

monuments lie in the southern Great Plains. In contrast, NPS 

administrators manage over 6,955,301 acres in 50 national 

parks and monuments in the Rocky Mountain states, a 

vegetative region that is significantly smaller in area than 

the Great Plains.1^ The parks and monuments on the Great 

Plains occupy a total of 353,306.22 acres, or 552 square 

miles. The area incorporated into Plains national parks 

equates to about one-sixth the size of Yellowstone or one-

half the size of Rhode Island.1^ The National Park Service 

has demoted several of the early prairie parks. Sullys Hill, 

for example, is now a wildlife refuge administered by the 

Department of Agriculture. Piatt lost its national park 

status in 1976, but remained under the jurisdiction of the 

NPS as a part of the Chickasaw National Recreation Area. 

Finally, recent twentieth century attempts to include new 

grasslands as national parks have failed due to the efforts 

l^The National Park Service, The National Parks: Index 
1991. The eight Rocky Mountain states are Arizona, Colorado, 
Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming. The 
acreage for Capulin Volcano National Monument, New Mexico and 
Devils Tower National Monument, Wyoming is included in the 
figures for the Great Plains' parks and monuments. 

1'^Department of Commerce, Statistical Abstracts of the 
United States. 1991 (Washington, DC: Government Printing 
Office, 1991), 229. The plains national park and monument 
acreage figures are based on data from The National Parks: 
Tndex 1991. 
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of special interest groups. At the same time, however, NPS 

efforts to create new parks in places like the Great Basin 

have met with success. 

Thus, cultural perceptions of the national landscape 

shaped National Park Service policy and its criterion for 

potential national park sites. Changing views about nature's 

value or worthlessness led the Park Service to reevalutate 

its national park standards and management policies. In 

turn, these shifting policies have resulted in a new 

awareness of the grasslands ecosystems and their value to the 

National Park System. By focusing on the constantly changing 

perceptions of the Great Plains, I hope to demonstrate how 

and why these vacillating cultural definitions of what has 

value in nature devalued the plains originally but in the 

mid-to-late twentieth century slowly made grasslands and 

Plains parks more important and appreciated. 

To do this, I examine the perceptions that the general 

public and NPS officials have had about the Great Plains. 

Chapter II of my study contains a detailed description of the 

size and characteristics of the Great Plains region and the 

adjacent prairies on which the federal government has located 

several grassland parks and monuments during the twentieth 

century. Since a major part of my dissertation deals with 

the public's changing perceptions of the Great Plains, I 

commence with the accounts of numerous European and American 

explorers in an effort to demonstrate their subsequent impact 



13 

on the public's view that the Plains were uninhabitable. I 

also explore how American and European landscape artists, 

writers, and emigrants began the process of changing the 

early beliefs that the Great Plains could only support native 

wildlife and indigenous peoples. 

As artistic viev^points expanded Americans' perception of 

the Plains, new laws, changing commercial interests, and 

ideas related to manifest destiny served as added catalysts 

in the region's dramatic transformation. With the passage of 

new Congressional legislation such as the Homestead Acts, 

land hungry settlers attempted to settle on the Great Plains. 

In turn, the federal, state, and local government gave 

expansive land grants to the railroads to help subsidize 

transcontinental railroad construction in the nineteenth 

century. The railroads, along with Great Plains state and 

territorial boosters, advertised the region as a veritable 

"Garden of Eden," ready for the yeoman's plow. Thus, 

promotional efforts were effective in luring even more 

settlers onto the Plains. In the meantime, the federal 

government was establishing the nation's first national parks 

and monuments in the western regions of the nation. 

Regrettably, Congress waited to establish national parks in 

the Great Plains region until the twentieth century, when 

most of the public lands in the area had fallen under private 

ownership. Indeed, it has been the successful moves towards 

privatization that has made contemporary preservation efforts 
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in the Great Plains such an extremely difficult task. Thus, 

in Chapter III, I examine past and present efforts to develop 

the Great Plains commercially, the federal government's 

attempts to assist in the region's development, and the 

relationship between commercial development and the Great 

Plains national parks and monuments. 

Efforts either to ignore or develop the Great Plains 

were further influenced by the various cultural mores of the 

early settlers. These mores directly affected the way the 

public perceived the Americas, the Great Plains region, and 

eventually, the national park movement. Early European 

settlers brought with them a cultural bias against 

"wilderness" that affected their initial encounters with the 

continent. Yet, even as the seventeenth century migrations 

to the colonies were underway, and settlers were encountering 

the vast expanse of forest and mountain wilderness and the 

dangers therein, their biases were undergoing subtle changes. 

These changes resulted in a growing appreciation of wild 

areas. Where "wilderness" had once been the Devil's 

playground, it became God's sublime workshop. Reinforcing 

this changing attitude toward wilderness were the Europeans 

who, in the early nineteenth century, pointed to America's 

brief history and its evident lack of cultural traditions. 

American artists and writers glorified nature as a reaction 

to European accusations of "cultural deprivation." Americans 

contended that the American wilderness was, after all, older 
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than "civilized" Europe's castles and ruins. By the time 

that the Romantic Movement had run its course, Americans had 

changed their views about "wilderness," and what had 

previously been considered Satan's habitat became God's 

temple. With this change in attitude, a growing need to 

preserve the last vestiges of America's shrinking 

"wilderness" emerged. 

While the mountainous regions of the United States 

attracted many artists and writers to their "monumental" 

scenery, other Romantic Movement artists, such as Worthington 

Whittridge, were drawn to the quiet simplicity of the Plains. 

Chapter IV, therefore, encompasses the various cultural 

definitions of "wilderness" and demonstrates how these 

wavering perceptions have affected the history of the Great 

Plains. Further, this chapter discusses those events that 

influenced Americans' fluctuating perceptions of the Great 

Plains and the effects these changing perceptions have had on 

the development of prairie national parks. Included in 

Chapter IV is an examination of the early national parks and 

monuments on the Great Plains and their place in national 

park history. 

Congress established the first three Great Plains 

national parks before there were any standards or guidelines 

for adding parks to the system. Consequently, once the 

National Park Service was created in 1916, NPS officials 

worried that the three Plains national parks were inferior to 
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Yellowstone and the Grand Canyon. However, in passing the 

Antiquities Act of 1906 and the Historical Sites Act of 1935, 

Congress created new methods by which new, and less 

spectacular, areas could be added to the National Park 

System. National monuments and national historical sites 

certainly were not comparable to the "crown jewels," and the 

NPS often accepted new sites with great reluctance. These 

new monuments and historic sites, however, reflected 

political realities as well as the public's changing 

perceptions of what was scenic or worth preserving. Thus, 

Chapter V studies the impact that the Antiquities Act and 

Historical Sites Act had on creating national monuments and 

parks on the Great Plains. 

As indicated earlier, most of the Great Plains national 

monuments and all of the Plains national parks are located on 

the Northern Plains. That does not mean that there were no 

efforts during the early years of the National Park Service 

to create a national park on the Southern Plains. Chapter 

Five also discusses the early efforts to establish a 

"National Park of the Plains" around Palo Duro Canyon in the 

Texas Panhandle. 

The National Park Service's enabling legislation charged 

the agency with maintaining the national parks in an 

unimpared state so that future generations could enjoy them. 

Congress' directive carried with it mutually exclusive 

missions: maintain the parks in an unimpared state and 
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develop the parks for public enjoyment. The early Park 

Service directors opted to stress developing the parks for 

public enjoyment. Park Service officials, therefore, 

practiced predator eradication and fire suppression whenever 

possible. At the same time that the Park Service was 

managing the parks for the public's enjoyment, there was a 

growing awareness that predators and fire were a part of the 

natural process and that the biotic community depended on the 

smallest plants and animals as much, if not more so, than on 

large and socially acceptable mammals. Management policies, 

therefore, began to evolve from maintaining monumental 

scenery and wildlife to maintaining existing ecosystems. The 

early experiments in ecosystem maintenance occurred in the 

great Rocky Mountain national parks and spread to the parks 

on the Great Plains. While the efforts of the NPS continue 

today to focus on monumentalism and tourism. Park Service 

policy currently includes a conscious plan for ecosystem 

protection and restoration. This multifaceted mission has 

resulted in a new set of managerial challenges for the NPS. 

Chapter VI presents the challenges that the Park Service 

faces along with some of the alternate directions that the 

NPS may take as interest in nature preservation on the Great 

Plains continues to grow. 

While there continues to be a dearth of preserved 

grassland sites in the United States, grasslands national 

parks currently exist in other nations. Chapter VII compares 
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the grasslands parks of the other nations with existing 

Plains parks in the United States. In addition, this chapter 

addresses some of the contemporary solutions and proposals 

for grassland preservation in the United States. Chapter VII 

also examines the unsuccessful efforts of park proponents in 

their efforts to establish new parks such as the Tallgrass 

Prairie National Park and the Flint Hills National Monument. 

Furthermore, this chapter presents the problems that the 

National Park Service has faced in establishing a national 

park on the Plains while examining the relentless efforts of 

private organizations, such as The Nature Conservancy and the 

National Parks Trust, in their efforts to create a Tallgrass 

Prairie National Park in Oklahoma and Kansas in the 1980s and 

the 1990s. 

Once more, modern perceptions of the Great Plains are 

changing. This transformation is largely the result of 

authors, painters, photographers, and most recently, movie 

makers and television producers. Many of the early authors 

presented the Great Plains experience as a struggle between 

humans and the Plains environment, with humans losing. More 

recently, authors have used the Great Plains as a setting for 

the dilemmas that human interaction creates. While the 

Plains still present an important backdrop, the human-to-

human element has become more significant. Artists, 

photographers, and movie makers also have found the Great 

Plains inspirational in their works. These individuals have 
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demonstrated that the Great Plains possess anything but 

sterile scenery. While some early movie makers, such as John 

Ford and Sam Peckinpah, inadvertently reinforced the belief 

that the Plains were barren wastelands when they used 

Hollywood back lots and Monument Valley as background scenery 

in their westerns, modern movie makers have presented the 

Plains more realistically, if not, romantically. Contemporary 

movies, such as Close Encounters of the Third Kind and Dances 

With Wolves have used the Plains national parks and monuments 

as the scenery for their storylines. To an extent, movie 

directors such as Steven Spielberg and Kevin Costner have 

counteracted the wasteland impressions of the Great Plains. 

Chapter VIII focuses on these and other examples of popular 

culture as a means of demonstrating that the public's 

perception and the NPS' policy toward national parks on the 

prairies reflect a late twentieth century development: a 

growing appreciation of the Great Plains as a source of 

enjoyment, wonder, and beauty. 

The new appreciation for the Plains has resulted in a 

renewed desire to preserve a small portion of the grasslands 

biome. Growing concerns for Plains preservation have sparked 

the interests of several experts within the world of 

academia. One of the most controversial theories for Great 

Plains preservation hails from Frank and Deborah Popper, two 

Rutgers University professors. These two scholars, noting 

that the Plains region has consistently lost its population 
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since the 1930s and that Great Plains agriculture survives 

due to massive influxes of government economic aid, suggest 

that large portions of the Great Plains be turned back to the 

buffalo as a "buffalo commons"--what the Poppers originally 

called "the ultimate national park." Other concerned 

individuals and residents promote other plans, equally as 

radical as the Poppers' plan, to create a much larger public 

lands on the Plains. Most Great Plains residents, however, 

deny the Poppers' "gloom and doom" predictions. For the most 

part, the sons and daughters of the original homesteaders, 

and special interest groups, fiercely reject the radical 

solutions provided by the Poppers and other scholars. Plains 

residents search, instead, for answers that will preserve and 

maintain their way of life. Chapter IX, therefore, attempts 

to analyze the alternative solutions for Great Plains 

resurrection. It addresses possible resolutions for those 

problems that currently confront Great Plains residents and 

the National Park Service as America enters the twenty-first 

century. 

While this dissertation endorses none of the current 

practices or alternatives that academics and others proffer 

on Great Plains preservation, it does attempt to demonstrate 

how vacillating images of the Great Plains have shaped public 

policy towards the utilization and the preservation of this 

region. Shifting cultural perceptions, which viewed the 

interior grasslands as either a "desert" or a "granary". 
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shaped a national policy that altered the natural order of 

the Great Plains. Additionally, the National Park Service, 

in its attempt to preserve and maintain portions of the 

Plains in a "pristine" state, transformed that same natural 

harmony. Indeed, this imbalance between cultural 

perceptions. National Park Service policy, and the Great 

Plains environment has created an inharmonious melody--a 

song--whereby the singers are singing out of tune. 



CHAPTER II 

THE GREAT PLAINS: 

INITIAL IMPRESSIONS 

Large areas of grasslands exist in the interior of all 

the major continents. Generally located in the temperate 

regions of North America, Eastern Europe, Northern Asia, 

Northern Australia, and parts of South America and South 

Africa, the grasslands commonly lie between humid, forested 

regions and the arid, desert regions and are often found in 

the rainshadows of mountain ranges such as the Rockies or the 

Andes. Each nation has provided its own name for its 

grasslands ecosystem: in North America, they are the 

"plains" or the "prairies"; in Brazil, the "campos"; in 

Venezuela, the "llanos"; in Argentina, the "pampas"; in South 

Africa, the "veld"; and in the former USSR, the "steppe."! 

The grasslands rank as one of the most important of the 

five major terrestrial regions.2 Natural grasslands are 

Ij. B. Cragg, "Foreward," Grassland Ecosystems of the 
World: Analysis of Grasslands and Their Users, ed. R. T. 
Coupland (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 
xxi; Claude Mondor and Steve Kun, "The Lone Prairie: 
Protecting National Grasslands in Canada," National Parks, 
Conservation, and Development: The Role of Protected Areas 
in Sustaining Societv. ed. Jeffrey McNeely and Kenton Miller 
(Washington: Smithsonian University Press, 1984), 508-9. 

^Cragg, "Forward," xxi; Joseph Wood Krutch, 
"Introduction," Land Beyond the Forest by Paul Sears. 

22 
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characteristic of regions that have enough rainfall for 

perennial grasses to dominate the landscape, but not enough 

rainfall for closed forests to develop. Humans have modified 

the world's natural grasslands so that these regions have 

become cropland or rangeland. Initial tillage began, on an 

intense level, close to the forests' edge and moved farther 

into the semiarid regions, with planting successes or crop 

failures resulting from seasonal weather cycles. As the 

climate moved closer to desert characteristics, livestock 

grazing became more prominent.^ 

The classic ecologists, Frederic Clements and Victor 

Shelford, identified in the 1930s six different types of 

grasslands that exist in North America. These grasslands are 

the mixed prairie of the Great Plains; the true, or tall 

grass, prairie extending eastward from the border of the 

short grasses to the eastern forests; the gulf coastal 

(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1969), xii. 
The other four regions are the deserts, the mountains, the 
seas, and the forests. According to Krutch, the grasslands 
are important because only the seed-bearing grasses that grow 
there can produce the grain needed for bread and nourishment 
for those meat-producing animals on which humans survive. 

^Frederic C. Clements and Victor E. Shelford, Bio-
Ecolocrv. (New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1939), 120; R. 
T. Coupland, "Background," Grassland Ecosystems of the World. 
10; J. Richard Carpenter, "The Grassland Biome," Ecological 
Monographs 10 (October, 1940): 620-5. 
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prairie, reaching from the Gulf of Mexico northward through 

Texas to the Red River; the desert plains of Arizona, New 

Mexico, and Mexico; the California prairie; and the Palouse 

prairie of the Pacific Northwest. "̂  My concern here is with 

the first two types of grasslands: the true prairie and the 

mixed prairie of the Great Plains. 

When they reached the interior of North America, the 

Europeans found a vast native tallgrass region that occupied 

the central region of the continent. It extended northward 

from central Texas to Manitoba and from the forest regions of 

Indiana and Wisconsin westward, deep into Kansas and the 

Dakotas. Early American explorers and settlers called this 

region, with its waving tall grasses and its abundance of 

beautiful flowers, "Prairie" or "True Prairie," among other 

things. As American settlers encountered small clearings 

suitable for cultivation, they used the word "plain" to 

describe the region. Once the settlers' descendants moved 

farther inland and encountered broader regions of level, 

treeless areas, they described the area in the plural, 

"plains." 

The English term "meadow" at no time seemed suitable as 

a description of the topography that the pioneers confronted. 

The settlers also applied terms such as "barrens," 

^Clements and Shelford, Bio-Ecology, 256 
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"openings," "deserts," and "prairies" to the treeless 

expanse. Although the terms "deserts" and "prairies" were 

French, the English settlers adopted them because they fit 

the landscape. "Desert" implied land that humans had 

abandoned after clearing it. "Prairie," oddly enough, meant 

"meadow," but probably was acceptable because it was a 

foreign term used to describe a foreign landscape. Beyond 

the prairie, extending closer in to the rainshadow of the 

Rocky Mountains, lay a vaster, drier, and more sparsely 

vegetated region that the explorers and settlers called the 

"plains" and later the "Great Plains."^ 

The two terms, "Prairie" and "Great Plains," appear to 

describe two distinct topographical regions: rolling 

^Ibid., 269; Stephen J. Pyne, Fire in America; A 
Cultural History of Wildland and Rural Fire (Princeton, New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1982), 87. G. Malcolm 
Lewis, "The Great Plains Region and Its Image of Flatness," 
Journal of the West 6 (January, 1967): 11-27. Lewis, a 
British geographer, discusses the semantics of "plain(s)" 
versus "prairie(s)." According to Lewis, New Englanders used 
the term "plain" to describe small tracts of treeless regions 
that contained similar soils and that could be easily 
cultivated. The plural term, "plains," applied to the more 
extensive treeless lands in the Mid-west. By 1775, Americans 
were using "plains" as an equivalent to the French term 
"prairie." Singular and plural forms of the term designated 
the size of the region. Thus, "prairies" described the vast, 
treeless region beyond the "forested lands of the 
Appalachians and the upper Ohio Valley." Lewis also noted 
that Lewis and Clark carried two dictionaries with them on 
their expedition to the Pacific. Neither of those two 
dictionaries included a definition for "plain" or "plains" as 
topographic terms. 
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landscape versus level expanse. The two classifications are 

exercises in semantics, as the many exceptions within the 

regions make the separate definitions difficult to defend. 

Ecologically, the two regions offer no consistent 

topographical diversity. Both regions share the uniform 

characteristics of a perennial grass covering that the 

accessibility to water directly influences. Vegetation, 

green in the spring and summer and brown in the fall and 

winter, does not limit one's vision. Though the prairie 

appears to stretch endlessly to the horizon, the region is 

not flat. Instead, it consists of rolling hills and gentle 

slopes and ravines and gullies that hold several communities 

of shrubs and trees.^ The two terms might, therefore, be 

^Clements and Shelford, Bio-Ecology. 251; Great Plains 
Flora Association, Flora of the Great Plains (Lawrence, 
Kansas: University of Kansas Press, 1986), 1; Lewis, "The 
Great Plains Region and Its Image of Flatness," 14. The 
Great Plains Flora Association, formed in 1973, defines the 
Great Plains as the "natural and floristically coherent 
region, extending from the base of the Rocky Mountains east 
to the beginnings of potentially continuous forest and from 
the Canadian border south to the Texas panhandle region." 
Lewis indicates that Americans have persisted in applying the 
term "plain" to imply flatness to the region lying between 
the Mississippi River and the Rocky Mountains. Lewis points 
out that nineteenth century geography textbooks also added to 
the "semantic tangle" in the use of "plains," when they began 
to compare "plains" with "plateaus" as topographical regions. 
Lewis notes John Wesley Powell published The Physiography of 
the United States (New York, 1896) in which he suggested 
calling the plains "plateaus" and divided the Great Plains 
into four subregions, the Missouri, the Platte, the Arkansas, 
and the Pecos. Lewis also quoted geographer Nevin Fenneman's 
conclusion, in 1914, that the term "Great Plains" was too 
firmly attached to the region to be altered. Fenneman's 
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used to designate floral differences, based largely on the 

availability of moisture. 

Accessibility to water, in addition to fire and grazing, 

determines the type of covering that characterizes each 

region. Tall grasses, such as porcupine grass (Stipa 

spareta), tall dropseed (Sporobolus asper), prairie dropseed 

(Sporobolus heterolepis), red three-awn (Andropagon 

scoparious), and side-oats grama (Bouteloua curtioendula), 

dominate the true prairie, which occupies the less arid 

region of the interior. Rainfall varies from 25 inches in 

northeastern North Dakota to nearly 40 inches along a line 

stretching from eastern Oklahoma to Illinois. The true 

prairie extends from southern Manitoba to the Red River of 

the South and includes large parts of Minnesota, Wisconsin, 

Illinois, Indiana, Missouri, Kansas, and Oklahoma. The true 

prairie, however, is smaller in extent than the mixed prairie 

of the Great Plains.^ 

The Great Plains, as the largest of the North American 

grasslands, has the widest range in latitude, longitude, and 

altitude. Geographically, the Great Plains extends from 

"reluctant" conclusion appeared in "Physiographic Boundaries 
of the United States" Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers. IV (1914): 113. 

^Clements and Shelford, Bio-Ecology. 269-70. 
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central Alberta in Canada southward to central Texas. It 

includes parts of Saskatchewan and Manitoba, in Canada, and 

parts of Montana, Wyoming, North Dakota, South Dakota, 

Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, and New Mexico.^ J. E. 

Weaver and F. W. Albertson in their classic work. Grasslands 

of the Great Plains, describe the region as being "nearly 

2,500 miles in length and approximately 400 miles wide."^ 

Mixed grasses, such as needle-and-thread (Stipa comata). 

green needlegrass (Stipa viridula), sand dropseed (Sporobolus 

crvptandrus), western wheatgrass (Agropvrum smithi), and 

galleta (Hilaria iamesi) and short grasses, such as blue 

grama (Boutelous gracilis) and buffalo grass (Buchloe 

dactvloides). a result of the region's semi-arid climate, 

dominate this region. Rainfall on the Great Plains varies 

from 27 inches in the south to 13 inches in the north. The 

western edge averages about 10 inches of rainfall a year.l^ 

In addition to grasses, the Plains and the prairies were 

the home of a vast abundance of wildlife. Among the main 

influents are buffalo, pronghorn, prairie dogs, badgers. 

8lbid., 260, 262. 

9j. E. Weaver and F. W. Albertson, Grasslands of the 
Great Plains: Their Nature and Use (Lincoln, Nebraska: 
Johnsen Publishing Company, 1956), v. Weaver was Professor 
Emeritus of Plant Ecology, Department of Botany, University 
of Nebraska, and Albertson was Chair, Biological Sciences, 
Fort Hays Kansas State College. 

lOciements and Shelford, Bio-Ecology. 262, 270. 
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buffalo wolves and coyotes, kit fox, weasels, skunks, and a 

variety of birds and insects.H Other than the land's 

flatness, explorers' reports often contained extensive 

comments on the abundance, or lack thereof, of these and 

other animals. 

As a physiographic province, the Great Plains region is 

divided into two regions: the Missouri Plateau and the High 

Plains. The Missouri Plateau, or the Northern Plains region, 

extends from the South Dakota-Nebraska boundary north into 

Canada and includes landforms such as the Black Hills, the 

White River Badlands, and the Little Missouri Badlands. In 

the United States, the area includes the eastern half of 

Montana and Wyoming, the western half of North and South 

Dakota, and the northern half of Nebraska. The western 

boundary of the Missouri Plateay is the Rocky Mountains. No 

clear line of demarcation, however, separates the short grass 

plains from the tall grass lowlands to the east.12 

In the heart of the Great Plains lie the High Plains. 

The High Plains region is bounded on the east by an 

indistinct "Plains Border," which melds into the tallgrass 

prairies of the Central Lowlands, and on the west by the 

lllbid., 257-8, 264-6. 

l^Nevin M. Fenneman, Physiography of Western United 
States (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc., 1931), 7, 
61-86. 
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Colorado Piedmont, a roughly eroded region that extends to 

the Rocky Mountains. The High Plains, as the central zone in 

the Great Plains, forms a triangular plateau that extends 

from the Pine Ridge Escarpment on the South Dakota-Nebraska 

boundary almost to the Rio Grande River and includes such 

landforms as the Nebraska Sandhills region and the Llano 

Estacado. The High Plains presents three distinguishing 

characteristics: the land is comparatively level; the area 

is treeless, except along the rivers and creeks that flow 

through the region; and, the climate is subhumid, unable to 

support the intensive agriculture characteristic to humid 

climates. 1-̂  

The lack of adequate rainfall alone does not account for 

the vast grasslands of the North American interior. Fire, 

both natural and human made, has played a role in maintaining 

the Plains region in its unforested state. Lightning, or 

natural, fires occur on the Plains frequently, especially in 

the spring and summer months. "Dry lightning storms," in 

which most of the moisture fails to reach the ground, are the 

most effective natural fire starters and usually occur after 

the dry season or a drought. The grasses' dryness during the 

13ibid., 5-25 
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lightning storms only served to exacerbate the natural fire's 

effects. 1"̂  

Humans brought fire with them when they crossed into 

the American continent along the Bering Strait from Asia. 

The immigrants used fire as a cultural tool to modify their 

environment and influence landscape to their advantage. Early 

Native American burning practices helped to create and, 

later, maintain grasslands after the glaciers receded. In 

addition to using it for cooking and heating, the early 

inhabitants of North America used fire for a variety of 

reasons: hunting, farming, warfare, and rituals. 

Initially, these early peoples discovered that fire was 

an important hunting tool. Hunters could set fire to the 

prairies in order to drive game, too large to kill with 

handheld weapons, into specially set traps, or over the edge 

of a ravine. After the animals entered the trap or fell from 

l^Pyne, Fire in America. 10-11. Pyne noted that one 
researcher, using data from national forests and grasslands, 
counted 6 lightning fires in South Dakota and 3 similar fires 
in Nebraska over a 17 day period dating from 30 April to 16 
May 1965. A personal experience with lightning fires 
occurred on 8 March 1994 when two such fires occurred within 
an hour and within two miles of this researcher's home. 
Fortunately, enough moisture reached the ground to retard the 
fires until fire departments from nearby communities 
controlled the fires' spread. Pyne does not discount other 
sources of naturally occurring fire starters: tree limbs 
rubbing together, rocks striking each other, volcanic 
eruptions, and spontaneous combustion. Lightning fires, 
however, occur more often and with greater effects on the 
environment. 
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the ravine's edge, the hunter could kill the crippled 

animals. With time, primitive humans also found that fire 

could be used in herding animals that did not need immediate 

slaughter. The grass that sprouted in the burned over 

regions was more tender than grass in areas that had not been 

burned for some time. Tender grass attracted wild game 

because it was more palatable. Native Americans, therefore, 

could use fire to control herd movement from one burned over 

patch to another.1^ 

Once Native Americans comprehended that they could 

utilize fire, first, in hunting and killing large game, and 

second, in herding animals, they routinely used fire to 

maintain the grasslands. Almost all the game animals on 

which Native Americans subsisted came from fire-influenced 

environments. Indians, therefore, periodically burned 

specific tracts to draw wild game to those regions during 

l^Carl O. Sauer, "A Geographic Sketch of Early Man in 
America" The Geographical Review 34 (October, 1944): 543-554; 
Sauer, Agricultural Origins and Dispersals (New York: The 
American Geographical Society, 1952), 1-18; Sauer, Selected 
Essays. 1963-1975 (Berkeley, California: Turtle Island 
Foundation, 1981), 129-56, 296-98, and 338-41; Pyne, Fire in 
America. 84-99; Pyne, "These Conflagrated Prairies: A 
Cultural Fire History of the Grasslands," The Prairie: 
Past, Present and Future. Proceedings of the Ninth North 
American Prairie Conference, ed. Gary K. Clambey and Richard 
H. Pemble (Fargo North Dakota: Tri-College University Center 
for Environmental Studies, 1986), 131-7; Omer C. Stewart, 
"Why the Great Plains Are Treeless" in Colorado Quarterly 2 
(Summer, 1953): 40-50. 
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certain hunting seasons. Prescribed burning was especially 

essential for the autumn hunt, which was necessary in order 

to provide enough food for the tribe in winter. Fires, 

particularly those that encompassed broad areas, also kept 

the woody plants from invading the grasslands on the eastern 

edge of the Great Plains. Human activity, therefore, served 

to influence the type of foliage that covered the Great 

Plains and, in conjunction with climate and topography, 

create the barren image that characterized the region in the 

early nineteenth century.16 

Despite the florally barren, flat, and monotonous 

appearance of the Great Plains, a common perception that is 

typically embraced and perpetuated, the region is not 

entirely barren, flat or monotonous. Rivers, such as the 

Missouri, the Yellowstone, and the Platte in the Missouri 

Plateau, and the Arkansas, the Canadian, and the Red in the 

High Plains, cut through the region as they flow eastward, or 

southeastward, from their sources in the Rocky Mountains and 

the High Plains to join with the Mississippi River.1^ 

Explorers and immigrants used these river corridors as 

l^Pyne, "These Conflagrated Prairies," 132-3. 

l^Fenneman, Physiography of Western United States. 4-5. 
The western altitude along the Rocky Mountains ranges from 
4,500 feet to 6,500 feet above sea level. On the eastern 
edge of the Plains the altitude rarely rises above 1,500 feet 
above sea level. In the approximately 400 mile width of the 
Plains the average slope is about 10 feet per mile. 
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highways to the West, and the timber--elm, cottonwood, and 

willow at the lower altitudes and pinyon, juniper, and pine 

at the higher altitudes--that grew along them as fuel for 

their fires.1° Yet, as one journeys across the region from 

east to west, the only change in scenery appears to be the 

upward slope of the land and the changing height of the 

grasses and trees. The grass, water, and trees, however, 

helped to sustain a seemingly infinite variety of wildlife 

species on the Great Plains until the mid- to late-nineteenth 

century. To the early human inhabitants, and later, 

explorers and immigrants, the Plains must have seemed an 

animal paradise. 

By changing the direction of travel, one finds the 

remnants of this animal paradise in a vastly different 

landscape. The north-south route provides a view of the 

Plains that is more rugged and dramatically topographic. 

There is much broken country, such as the Badlands regions of 

North and South Dakota, the Black Hills of South Dakota and 

Wyoming, the Sandhills of Nebraska, volcanoes in New Mexico, 

the Wichita Mountains in Oklahoma, the Llano Estacado and the 

Caprock Canyons of Texas. Yet, because the major routes 

across the Plains were, and still are, east-west, the 

l^Ibid., 89; Carpenter, "The Grassland Biome," 654-5. 
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traditional concept of a flat region covered with grass 

persists.1^ 

Consequently, most American travelers, both pioneer and 

modern, have overlooked the geological anomalies located 

along the north-south route anomalies that defy the 

traditional flat image of the Great Plains. Geologically, 

these formations were the result of a physiological 

revolution that occurred in the western half of the continent 

approximately 80 million years ago, towards the end of the 

Mesozoic era. During that period, the Great Plains served as 

the bottom of the Cretaceous sea that stretched from the Gulf 

of Mexico to the Arctic Ocean. When that sea began to recede, 

vast mountain regions appeared to the west and the Great 

Plains became dry land. The drainage systems, gently rolling 

prairies, and isolated mountain regions resulted from cycles 

of erosion and volcanic uplift in the Cenozoic Period, 60 

million years ago, and the Psychozoic Period, 20 million 

years ago.20 

l^E. Cotton Mather, "The American Great Plains," in 
Annals of the Association of American Geographers. 62 (June, 
1972): 237-257; Lewis, "The Great Plains Region and Its 
Image of Flatness," 19-21. Mather's article, pages 239-45, 
provides an excellent discussion of the regional variety that 
exists on the Great Plains. 

20wallace W. Atwood, The Physiographic Provinces of 
North America (Boston: Ginn and Company, 1940), 20-21, 261-
3. This physiographical revolution was the Laramide 
Revolution which occurred during the latter part of the Upper 
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Most of the early explorers entered the Great Plains 

from the east to the west. Trailblazers, because they 

generally followed the rivers that flowed west to east, 

provided reports that failed to describe the region 

adequately. While it is true that these east-west routes 

limited each explorer's appraisal of the prairies, other 

factors were also responsible for skewing their perceptions. 

Naturally, one of the major factors contributing to either a 

negative or a positive response was based upon the personal 

experience that each member of the exploring party underwent 

while crossing the Plains landscape. 

That being the case, those expeditions that encountered 

the Great Plains during a wet season when the grass was high 

and water and wildlife were plentiful returned with reports 

that praised the region's economic possibilities. On the 

other hand, those expeditions that journeyed onto the Plains 

during a dry season when adequate grass, water, and wildlife 

were sparse reported on the land's uselessness for human 

habitation. Each explorer's report, however, would help in 

shaping global perceptions concerning the future utility of 

the Plains. 

Cretaceous Period (Mesozoic Era) and the early part of the 
Eocene Period (Cenozoic Era). 
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The foremost European explorers to leave written records 

of their encounter with the Great Plains were the Spaniards, 

led by Coronado in 1542. Coronado kept no journal, but one 

of his men, Pedro Castaneda, made records of the trek across 

this region. Castaneda's reports generally expressed the 

Spaniards' awe at the expansiveness of the region, lamented 

the effects that the vastness and emptiness had on the 

expedition, and praised the land for its apparent 

agricultural fertility. Castaneda noted the groups' 

astonishment at traveling so far--300 leagues (about 900 

miles) in 77 days--and still not seeing the eastern mountains 

that the natives had described.21 The scarcity of available 

landmarks and the relative flatness of the land compounded 

the problems that distance and climate created. Castenada 

2lGeorge Parker Winship, "The Coronado Expedition, 1540-
1542, " Fourteenth Annual Report of the Bureau of Ethnology. 
1892-1893. Part I (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing 
Office, 1893), 580 and 396. This report contains the 
narrative, in Spanish, of Coronado's exploration of the 
Southwest and Great Plains and Winship's translation; both 
the narrative and the translation include Castaneda's and 
Jaramillo's accounts, the translation of the "Reacion del 
Suceso," and letters from Coronado to the Viceroy Medoza and 
the King. Future references will be cited as Winship, "The 
Coronado Expedition." Coronado's journey can be divided into 
two parts: the first portion of the expedition, about 3 5 
days, when Coronado's entire complement of soldiers journeyed 
east, and the second portion when, after the constant 
marching and buffalo hunting exhausted the Spaniards' corn 
supply and then their horses, Coronado sent all but thirty of 
the best equipped horsemen back to Tiguex. This second part 
of the expedition lasted about 42 days. 
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and Jaramillo, another member of the expedition, reported 

that scouting parties had to leave piles of bones or buffalo 

chips as markers for the larger group that followed. The 

dearth of obvious landmarks was further complicated by the 

fact that the grass sprang up almost immediately after the 

Spaniards trod it down, which made finding or following 

tracks impossible.22 

The absence of landmarks and the difficulty in tracking 

caused several of the Spaniards to become disoriented and 

lost--usually while they were out hunting buffalo. Another 

of Coronado's men, De la Sivola reported men getting lost 

after straying only one and a half miles out of sight of the 

main party. At least three of Cornado's men failed to return 

to camp, nor did the other Spaniards ever locate them or 

their horses.23 Additionally, Castenada described the ordeal 

of men who were lost for two or three days, wandering about 

the country "as if they were crazy, in one direction or 

another." The Spaniards in the main party fired weapons. 

22ibid., 505, 542, 571-2. Castaneda wrote in this 
section of his report that the Spaniards believed "that 1,000 
horses and 500 of our cows and more than 5,000 rams and ewes 
and more than 1,500 friendly Indians and servants, in 
traveling over these plains would leave no more trace where 
they had passed than if nothing had been there." 

23ibid., 571. 
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blew trumpets, beat drums, and built large fires in their 

attempts to lead their lost companions into camp.24 

In addition to getting lost, the Spaniards also 

encountered discord, mischief, and a noncooperative attitude 

from the indigenous people of the Plains. As Coronado's men 

crossed the land in search of the mythical cities of the 

Grand Quivira, various Native American parties sent them 

further and further out onto the Plains. Thus, the Spaniards 

left the Rio Grande, crossed the mountains to the east and, 

later, the Pecos River, and entered the Llano Estacado. 

After crossing the Llano Estacado, Coronado's expedition 

found Llano canyonland, with its water, grass, wild grapes, 

and buffalo. Here, the Spaniards rested and replenished 

their supplies so that they could continue the search for 

Quivira.25 

This wild goose chase, however, was not entirely due to 

the Spaniards' inharmonious brush with the Native American 

hunters that they met along the way. Their guide, the Turk, 

24ibid., 508-9 

25ibid., 509. Stewart Udall, To The Inland Empire: 
Coronado and Our Spanish Legacy (Garden City, New York: 
Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1987), 147-65. Udall offers an 
excellent discussion of controversy concerning Coronado's 
route across the Llano Estacado. Udall cites the findings of 
noted historians Herbert E. Bolton and William C. Holden and 
of Coronado aficionados E. DeGolyer, J.W. Williams, and R.M. 
Wagstaff. According to Udall, the best evidence points to 
Blanco or Yellowhouse Canyons or the Concho Valley. 
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a captured Pawnee that Coronado trusted to lead his 

expedition to Quivira, plotted with both the Cicuye (Pecos) 

and the Querechos (Plains Apaches) to lead the Spaniards out 

onto the prairie in hopes that the Europeans would become 

confused and lost. The Turk believed that once this happened 

he could slip away to freedom. When his initial efforts 

failed, the Turk tried to incite the Wichitas to deny the 

Spaniards any corn. The Turk also urged the Wichitas to kill 

the Spaniards' horses, thus leaving them on foot where the 

Indians could use arrows and war clubs to slay the invaders. 

By this time, however, the Spaniards were aware that the Turk 

was trying to escape and that he was plotting against them. 

When the Turk could not convince the Spaniards that he was 

innocent or that he knew the location of Quivira, Coronado 

ordered the guide executed.26 

Although the Spaniards' search for Quivira proved to be 

futile, Coronado and his men discovered a region rich with 

replenishable natural resources. While the vastness of the 

Great Plains and its dangers, both natural and human, did 

indeed intimidate Coronado and his followers, they also 

26George P. Hammond and Agapito Rey, Narratives of the 
Coronado Expedition. 1540-1542 (Albuquerque: The University 
of New Mexico Press, 1940), 242, 362-3. Herbert E. Bolton, 
Coronado: Knight of the Pueblos and Plains (Albuquerque: 
The University of New Mexico Press, 1949), 288-303, 379. The 
Spanish West by the Editors of Time-Life Books (Alexandria, 
Virginia: Time-Life Books, 1976), 41-3. 
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perceived the Plains as a valuable source of potential 

wealth. 

In spite of its perils, the "desert" appeared familiar, 

for it resembled a part of their homeland, the topography and 

the climate of Castillian Spain. The land was ecologically 

rich, and both Coronado and Jaramillo commented on the 

region's fine pasture land and good grass. Jaramillo 

described the buffalo as a source of profit for Spain. The 

number of buffalo grazing on the luxuriant grasses of the 

Plains so impressed the Spaniards that they named the region 

"the domain of the cows," and Coronado noted that during his 

summer on the Great Plains "there was not a single day until 

my return that I lost sight of them."27 Jaramillo also 

noted that the land produced fruit (black and green plums), 

flax, and grapes that were similar to those found in 

Castille.28 

Two centuries after the Spanish entered the southern 

Great Plains and claimed the region for Spain, French 

explorers such as the Mallet and the Verendrye brothers began 

2'7cited in Udall, To the Inland Empire. 148. The number 
of buffalo that the Spaniards encountered is unknown. Udall 
suggests that the Spaniards encountered buffalo herds 
"ranging from hundreds to as many as several million." 

28winship, "The Coronado Expedition." 581-2, 591. 
Coronado's letter to the King was dated October 20, 1541. 
Castaneda, Coronado, and Jaramillo used the term "desert" on 
numerous occasions to describe the Great Plains region that 
they traversed. 
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their expeditions onto the Central and Northern Plains. Both 

groups commented on the floral barrenness that appeared to 

characterize the Great Plains. In 1739, the Mallet brothers, 

Paul and Pierre, crossed the Plains west from the Mississippi 

River to the confluence of the Loup and Piatt Rivers. From 

there they trekked southwest, forded the Republican River and 

then followed the Canadian River from its source to the 

Arkansas River to Santa Fe and then back to the Mississippi 

River.29 

Unfortunately, the Mallet brothers' original journal no 

longer exists. Consequently, knowledge of their journey is 

most commonly obtained, today, from the writings of Jeane 

Baptiste Lemoyne Bienville, the governor of Louisiana, who 

wrote an abstract of the Mallet expedition. In this 

abstract, Bienville described the country that the Mallet 

brothers crossed as "plains" extending as far as the 

mountains near Santa Fe and "barren prairie" containing only 

buffalo chips for campfire use.30 

While the Mallet brothers original journal has been 

lost, what remains from Bienville's abstract suggests that 

their expedition encountered little difficulty until it 

29G. Malcolm Lewis, "Three Centuries of Desert Concepts 
in the Cis-Rocky Mountain West" in Journal of the West 4 
(July, 1963): 461; Russell McKee, The Last West: A History 
of the Great Plains of North America (New York: Thomas Y. 
Crowell Company, 1974), 99-103. 

30Lewis, "Three Centuries of Desert Concepts," 461. 
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reached the Arkansas River. At that point, the Frenchmen 

lost nine of their horses and most of their trade goods, and 

quite possibly, their ammunition, which limited their ability 

to hunt any wild game that they encountered. Still, the 

party continued on to Santa Fe, which they reached in July, 

1739. Prior to reaching that settlement, however, the 

expedition, weary, footsore, and almost starving, passed 

through Taos where the Spanish commander provided them with 

loaves of white bread. In May 1740, the Mallet party left 

Santa Fe and returned to New Orleans.31 

The Verendrye brothers, Louis and Francois, exploring 

the Northern Plains in 1743, in search of a route to the 

Pacific Ocean, had a different experience than that of the 

Mallets. Their later expedition started from Fort La Reine 

on the Assiniboine River in Canada and crossed the Plains 

southwestwardly as far as the White River badlands of 

present-day South Dakota. From that location, the Verendryes 

were probably within sight of either the Black Hills or the 

Big Horn Range of the Rocky Mountains. Their journals 

emphasized the barrenness and the dryness of the region. 

When the Verendryes realized that the mountains blocked their 

route to the Pacific, and after encountering some Indians 

3lMcKee, The Last West. 100-2. 
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using Spanish trade goods, they turned back to Fort La 

Reine.32 

Despite the references to the barren and dry landscape, 

the Verendryes reported finding hundreds of thousands of 

buffalo in the sheltered ravines lying between the Assinboine 

River and the Mandan villages on the Missouri River. As the 

two brothers and their expedition marched westward from the 

Mandan Villages, they reported finding deer, pronghorns, and 

prairie dogs in abundance.33 

In spite of the ample supply of fauna, the French 

explorers' perceptions of the Plains were most often quite 

different from that of the Spaniards'. While both groups 

described the land as "dry and barren," the Spanish most 

often extolled the economic promise of the Plains, whereas 

the French more often deemed it as worthless. Commensurate 

with the French, early nineteenth century American explorers 

32Lewis, "Three Centuries of Desert Concepts," 461; 
Richard A. Bartlett, "Land of Many Nations," The Great Plains 
Experience: Readings in the History of a Region, ed. James 
E. Wright and Sara Z. Rosenberg (Lincoln, Nebraska: 
University of Mid-America, 1978), 80. The editors include a 
map of "Notable French Exploration, 1634-1743" on page 79 of 
their work. The map's source is John A. Hagwood and W. H. 
Bronage, America's Western Frontiers. (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1967), 31. 

33A. C. Laut, Pathfinders of the West (New York: 
Grosset & Dunlap, 1904), 223, 232. 
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also viewed the Great Plains as a barren and dry wasteland, 

unsuitable for civilization.34 

Lewis and Clark, the first official American explorers 

to keep records of their expedition, followed the Missouri 

River across the Plains and into the Rocky Mountains. In 

their notes, the two explorers reported on both the dry 

stream beds and the many flowing streams that emptied into 

the Missouri. They also noted that the soil away from the 

river was generally fertile, but that it was of little value 

because of the lack of water and the almost complete absence 

of timber. The two explorers went on to describe the land 

between the Mussleshell River and the falls of the Missouri 

as being less fertile than the soil they had found along the 

lower Missouri, and emphasized that the sterility would 

present further problems for settlers.35 

34Lewis, "Three Centuries of Desert Concepts," 462-63, 
discussed the influence that early mapmakers had on the 
region's perception. He noted that the early Spanish 
cartographers, such as Don Francisco A. Barreiro (circa 1728) 
and D.J. Antonio de Alzate (1768), described the area as a 
plains region, 300 leagues or more in extent, and covered 
with grasses, on which the buffalo grazed. Other 
cartographers, such as Victor Collot (1796) and Perrin Du Lac 
(1805), described the region as drifting sand, treeless and 
infertile, devoid of rocks, water, or animals. Alexander von 
Humbolt's map of New Spain (1811), however, depicted the 
Great Plains region as "Savannahs" or "Immense Plains." 

35Gary Moulton, ed.. The Journals of the Lewis & Clark 
Expedition (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1987). 
Volumes 3. and 4 contain numerous references to the 
fertility of the prairies. Volume 4 is especially useful as 
it covers the expedition's trek across the Northern Plains. 
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Lewis and Clark reported that the region was ill-suited 

for cultivation. Lewis, in a letter to his mother, however, 

described the abundance of wildlife that the expedition 

encountered as it proceeded along the Missouri River. 

Interestingly enough, Lewis' account of the increasing number 

of buffalo, deer, elk, black bears, turkeys, geese, swans, 

and ducks that the explorers spied as they journeyed along 

the river to their winter quarters at Fort Mandan described a 

large natural park.36 with further contemplation, the 

portrayal serves as a natural foreshadowing of an ideal that 

George Catlin, an artist who saw and admired the images 

captured in Lewis' account and hoped to preserve both on his 

For the explorers' assessment of the plains region between 
the Falls of the Missouri to the Musselshell River, see Vol. 
4., 254, 283-85. G. Malcolm Lewis, "Early American 
Exploration and the Cis-Rocky Mountain Desert," Great Plains 
Journal 5 (Fall, 1965): 1-11. Lewis notes that unofficial 
journals of official explorations into the Louisiana 
Territory, such as Patrick Gass' A Journal of a Voyage and 
Travels of a Corps of Discovery, an account of the Lewis and 
Clark expedition and published in 1807, contributed to the 
idea that the region was a desert. Lewis cites Henry M. 
Brackenridge's Views of Louisiana: Together with a Journal of 
a Voyage UP the Missouri River in 1811 (Pittsburgh, 1814) as 
an example of an account of an unofficial exploration up the 
Missouri River and its impact on the Great Plains' desert 
image. 

36Merriwether Lewis, Fort Mandan, to his mother, March 
31, 1805, in The Natural History of the Lewis and Clark 
Expedition, ed. Raymond Darwin Burroughs (Lansing, Michigan: 
Michigan State University Press, 1961), 301-2. 
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canvasses and also in their pristine state, presented some 

thirty-five years after the Lewis and Clark expedition. 

Two explorers on the Southern Plains, Lieutenant Zebulon 

Pike and Major Stephen H. Long, considered the Plains to be a 

region that was economically useless to Americans. Pike 

described the Plains as being "a barren soil, parched and 

dried up for eight months in the year, present[ing] neither 

moisture nor nutrition sufficient to nourish the timber" and 

in places "tracts of many leagues, where the wind had thrown 

up the sand, in all the fanciful forms of the oceans rolling 

wave, and on which not a speck of vegetable matter 

existed."37 pike, in his report, compared the Great Plains 

to the African deserts and predicted that the area could 

possibly become as famous as Africa's Sahara Desert. Yet to 

Pike, the region's harshness was not a catastrophe. The 

Plains would simply place some population restrictions on the 

United States. He argued that the vast extent of the prairie 

would, therefore, limit American settlement to the borders of 

the Mississippi and the Missouri Rivers. Pike also contended 

that the settlers would consider the remaining Plains unfit 

37zebulon Montgomery Pike, The Journals of Zebulan 
Montgomery Pike, with Letters and Related Documents. Volume 
2. ed. Donald Jackson (Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 1966), 27. Jackson notes that Pike's description of 
Louisiana was published in 1810 as an "Appendix to Part II." 
Pike was in Washington, D.C, when he wrote this description 
of Louisiana. 



48 

for cultivation and that this sterile region should be left 

to the "wandering and uncivilized aborigines of the 

country."38 

Major Stephen Long, in 1820, led the second official 

American expedition to cross the Southern Plains. Long's 

mission was to explore the Front Range and to trace the Red 

River from its source to the Mississippi River. Long failed 

in his attempt when he misidentifled the Canadian River as 

the Red and followed the Canadian and then the Arkansas to 

Belle Point, Arkansas. Crossing the Southern High Plains in 

August during a drought year. Long agreed with Pike's 

evaluation of the land's unfitness for cultivation and 

habitation by any peoples who relied on farming for their 

subsistence. The Great Plains, rather, were similar "to the 

deserts of Siberia" and more fit for the "buffaloes, wild 

goats, and other wild game" that grazed on it. 39 pr. Edwin 

James, one of the expedition's scientists, included the 

"jackall" as another animal suited to the Plains 

environment.40 Although they did not realize it. Long's and 

38lbid., 27-8. 

39Reuben Gold Thwaites, Early Western Travels 1748-1846. 
Volume XVII. Cleveland, Ohio: The Arthur H. Clark Company, 
1905), 194, 147-8; Harlan M. Fuller and LeRoy R. Hafen, eds.. 
The Journal of Captain John R. Bell. Official Journalist for 
the Expedition to the Rockv Mountains. 1820. (Glendale, 
California: The Arthur H. Clark Company, 1957), 281-2. 

40Thwaites, Early Western Travels. Volume XIV. 20. 
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James' description of the Plains landscape pre-dated by some 

twelve years George Catlin's concept of a national park on 

the Plains. 

Long believed that the Plains would serve as a barrier 

to stop the westward flow of settlers and would hinder any 

"machinations or incursions of an enemy" that might choose to 

harass the United States along the Plains region of the 

frontier.41 Long's description of the Great Plains best 

articulated the concept of the Great American Desert.42 

4lThwaites, Early Western Travels. Volume XVII. 148. 

42Goetzmann, William H., Army Exploration in the 
American West. 1803-1863 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1959), 43. In a later work Exploration and Empire: The 
Explorer and Scientist in the Winning of the American West 
(New York: W.W. Norton & Company, paperback edition, 1966), 
51, Goetzmann states that Pike originated the "Great 
American Desert" concept. On page 62 of Exploration and 
Empire. Goetzmann notes that, in the 1820s, the region was 
"generally unfit for widespread settlement, given the level 
of American technology." Surface water and timber for houses 
and fuel were scarce. In addition to these problems, the 
isolated settler would have to face cold winters, enormous 
buffalo herds, and hostile Indians. Most other historians 
and geographers agree that Long was the first to use the term 
to describe the Great Plains. W. Eugene Hollon, The Great 
American Desert: Then and Now (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1966), 65. Thwaites, Early Western Travels. Volume 
XVII. 200. Volume I of James' Account of an Expedition from 
Pittsburgh to the Rockv Mountains (London edition, 1823) 
included a map of the country drained by the Mississippi 
River on which appeared in bold letters the designation 
"Great Desert." See Thwaites, Earlv Western Travels. Volume 

2£IY. 
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Long, as the expedition's chief mapmaker, further 

perpetuated the notion that an American desert existed east 

of the Rocky Mountains by writing the term "Great Desert" 

across what is now the Texas and Oklahoma Panhandles. Books 

containing maps with Long's description began to appear 

shortly after 1820. One of the most popular works was Henry 

Carey and Issac Lea's A Complete Historical. Chronological, 

and Geographical American Atlas (1822) in which they extended 

and widened the "Great Desert" to include north-central 

Kansas and eastern Colorado.43 

Although textbooks published between 1820 and 1864 

contained maps and textual descriptions of the "Great 

American Desert," the was not an indication that the entire 

public subscribed to the "Great American Desert" concept. 

Rather the notion of a trans-Missiouri desert appealed, most 

often, to specific regions of the nation. New Englanders who 

watched their national political power diminish as 

territorial expansion created new states, senators, and 

congressmen were quick to embrace the "Great American Desert" 

idea. The fact that most of the textbooks carrying the 

"Great American Desert" descriptions were published in New 

England was no coincidence, even though letters and diaries 

belonging to individuals having direct experience with the 

43Lewis, "Early American Exploration and the Cis-Rocky 
Mountain Desert," 6-9. 
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trans-Missouri region, newspaper accounts, and military 

reports dating from 1825 to 1870 rarely mentioned "desert" or 

"Great American Desert."44 

Authors who accompanied military expeditions onto the 

Plains also had a direct effect on the public's perception of 

the region. In 1832, Washington Irving, the American author, 

traveled with a military/diplomatic mission onto the Southern 

Plains. In a journal that he kept during the expedition and 

from which he wrote A Tour of the Prairies (1834), Irving 

made no comments on the Anglo-Americans' ability to inhabit 

or cultivate the Plains. Irving, however, never ventured 

beyond the prairies of central Oklahoma and did not find the 

prairies to be as threatening as Pike and Long reported the 

High Plains to be.45 yet, Irving, himself, undermined the 

44Martyn Bowden, "The Perception of the Western Interior 
of the United States, 1800-1870: A Problem in Historical 
Geosophy," Proceedings of the Association of American 
Geographers. 1 (1969): 16-21; Bowden, "The Invention of 
American Tradition," Journal of Historical Geography 18 
(1992): 13-15. 

45washington Irving, A Tour on the Prairies, edited with 
an Introductory Essay by John Francis McDermott (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1956), 175; Arrell M. Gibson, 
Oklahoma: A History of Five Centuries (Norman, Oklahoma: 
Harlow Publishing Corporation, 1965), 92. Irving, Charles 
Latrobe, and Count de Pourtales from Switzerland, accompanied 
the Stokes Commission as guests of Commissioner Henry 
Ellsworth. The Stokes' Commission's task was to awe the 
"wild tribes in western Oklahoma" and then convince them to 
accept the Five Civilized Tribes as the federal government 
removed them to the Indian Territory. 
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neutral perception of the Plains and promoted the Great 

Plains as the "Great American Desert." Using Pike's and 

Long's written reports as the basis for one of his later 

works, Irving, consciously or unconsciously, successfully 

helped to perpetuate a negative image of the Plains. 

In Astoria (1836), a fictional work concerning John 

Jacob Astor's Rocky Mountain fur trading business, Irving 

described the Plains as "The Great American Desert." 

According to Irving, the Great Plains resembled "the 

immeasurable steppes of Asia." The region spread "forth into 

undulating and treeless plains, and desolate sandy wastes, 

wearisome to the eye from their extent and monotony."46 

Irving admitted in the introduction to the work that he 

"availed [him]self occasionally of collateral lights" of 

"travellers who [had] visited the scenes" published in their 

journals.47 Thus, while Irving presented favorable accounts 

46washington Irving, Astoria, or Anecdotes of an 
Enterprise Bevond the Roclw Mountains, ed. Edgeley W. Todd 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1964), 151. 

47ibid., xlvii. These "collateral lights" included Paul 
Allen•s History of the Explorations under the Command of 
Captains Lewis and Clark. (2 vols., Philadelphia, 1814), John 
Bradbury's Travels in the Interior of America in the Years 
1809. 1810. and 1811 (Baltimore, 1817), Henry Marie 
Brackenridge,'s Journal of a Vovaoe UP the River Missouri: 
Performed in Eighteen Hundred and Eleven (2nd ed., revised, 
Baltimore, 1815), Edwin James' Account of an Expedition from 
Pittsburg to the Roc]cy Mountains. Performed in the Years 
1819. 1820 . . . under the Command of Manor Stephen H. Long. 
(2 vols., Philadelphia, 1822-23), Gabriel Franchere's 
Relation d'un voyage a la Cote du Nord-ouest de I'Ameriaue 
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of his actual encounters with the Great Plains, his fiction 

reinforced the negative perceptions that earlier explorers 

had created. 

Irving was not the only author to use the "collateral 

lights" that explorers submitted. In writing The Prairie 

(1827), James Fennimore Cooper used accounts from both the 

Lewis and Clark and the 1820 Long expeditions. Not only had 

Cooper never been within a thousand miles of western Nebraska 

or Wyoming, the setting for this work, he actually wrote The 

Prairie while he was in Paris.48 

Other authors and travelers on the Great Plains also 

contributed to the "Great American Desert" concept that most 

educated Americans held about the nation's interior. Josiah 

Gregg reiterated this popular perception in Commerce of the 

Prairies (1844). Gregg described the prairies between the 

Red and Missouri Rivers as uninhabitable, more because of the 

lack of fertile soil and timlDer than from the lack of water. 

Septenrional dans les Annees 1810. 11. 12. 13. et 14 (nd) , 
and Ross Cox's Adventures on the Columbia River, including 
the Narrative of a Residence of Six Years on the Western 
Side of the Roclcv Mountains, among Various Tribes of Indians 
hitherto Unknown; together with a Journey across the American 
Continent. (2 vols., London, 1831). See Irving, Astoria, 
xlviii and editor's footnotes on the same page and xiix. 

48Henry Nash Smith, ed.. The Prairie: A Tale by James 
Fennimore Cooper (New York: Rineholt & Co., Inc., 1956), 
vii. 
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Gregg noted that the Plains contained some fertile valleys, 

but civilized man could not live in the valleys because they 

were too isolated. Gregg, appearing to echo George Catlin's 

call for a nation's prairie park, described the land as being 

better suited for wild horses, pronghorns, buffalo, and the 

Plains Indian. Gregg believed that the only economic benefit 

that Americans might gain from the Plains would come from 

grazing livestock on the region's abundant and nutritious 

grasses.49 

In The Oregon Trail (1847), Francis Parkman emphasized 

the starkness of the Great Plains when he published his 

account of his 1846 journey to Oregon. On several occasions 

throughout the work Parkman described the emigrants' route 

along the Platte River, in modern-day Nebraska, as the 

"barren wastes, the haunts of the buffalo and the Indian, 

where the very shadow of civilization lies a hundred leagues 

behind him."50 Parkman went on to characterize the Platte 

49Josiah Gregg, Commerce of the Prairies, ed. Max L. 
Moorehead Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1954), 355 

50Francis Parkman, The Oregon Trail: Sketches of 
Prairie andRocky Mountain Life (New York: Dodd, Mead & 
Company, 1964), 28. Parkman believed that the Platte River 
route was probably the best route across the prairies. 
Captain Randolph Marcy, in The Prairie Traveler: A Handbook 
for Overland Expeditions (New York: Harper & Brothers, 
1859), 20-22. March discussed several alternative routes 
across the plains and the advantages of each route. 
According to Marcy, the advantage of the Platte River route 
was that it was well marked by previous emigration, 
settlements and supply points were numerous for 150 miles 
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River Valley as lying between sand-hills beyond which "lay a 

barren, trackless waste, extending for hundreds of miles to 

the Arkansas on the one side, and the Missouri on the 

other."51 

While explorers and authors such as Long and Irving 

presented a negative view of the Great Plains that appealed 

to the educated elite in the Eastern states, the artists who 

accompanied the explorers created works that dispelled the 

negative perceptions. The artists portrayed the region, if 

not more realistically, then at least more beautifully--

perhaps, even romantically. The realistic painters provided 

Americans with an esthetic appreciation for the open 

landscape. 

Samuel Seymour, a British landscape artist living in 

Philadelphia, accompanied Long's expedition. Seymour's View 

of the Roclcy Mountains on the Platte is the earliest known 

painting of the Rocl<y Mountains and the Great Plains from a 

first hand observation. Seymour's work depicted the Rocl^ 

Mountains as "an indistinct miragelike element in the far 

distance." The more overwhelming aspect of the work was the 

vast expanse of Plains and sky that gave the viewer the "as 

after leaving the Missouri River, and the grass was plentiful 
after the Spring rains. 

5lMarcy, The Prairie Traveler. 54. 
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far as the eye can see" impression.52 Both Seymour and 

Titan Peale, who also accompanied the expedition, painted 

prairie scenes that revealed the region's pastoral 

characteristics. Seymour painted pure prairiescapes. Peale, 

on the other hand, used the prairies as a backdrop for his 

wildlife paintings. Thus, while Long was condemning the 

region as a desert, unfit for white habitation, Seymour and 

Peale were painting bucolic scenes that appeared to encourage 

settlement. 

If Seymour was the first artist to paint the Great 

Plains and the Rocky Mountains, George Catlin was the first 

painter to portray the indigenous peoples of the Plains 

region in their natural surroundings. Prior to Catlin's 

works, renditions of Western Indians were not unusual, 

because artisans in St. Louis, New York, Philadelphia, and 

52william H. Goetzmann and William N. Goetzmann, The 
West of the Imagination (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 
1986), 10-13; James Thomas Flexner, That Wilder Image: The 
Painting of America's Native School From Thomas Cole to 
Winslow Homer (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1962), 79; 
Moulton, The Journals of the Lewis & Clark Expedition. Volume 
4, 285. Seymour's paintings were the first visual images 
that Americans had of the Great Plains. Seymour painted more 
than 150 pictures while he was on the Long expedition. Only 
eight of those pictures ever appeared in American or British 
editions of Long's report. Most of the other original 
paintings have disappeared. The Goetzmanns' work contains 
iDOth of Seymour's works that are mentioned above. Neither 
Lewis and Clark nor Pike included a landscape artist in their 
expeditions. This was a complaint that Lewis voiced when he 
attempted to sketch the Great Falls of the Missouri. 
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Washington, D. C , painted portraits of the Native American 

representatives whenever they arrived in the East to 

negotiate with the federal government. 

Rather than waiting for the Native Americans to come to 

him, Catlin went to them. For eight years, from 1832 to 

1839, Catlin spent time on the Great Plains and the Front 

Range of the Rockies, learning about the different Native 

American cultures. He then captured their rituals, games, 

and everyday life onto his canvasses.53 

Today, Catlin is better known for his Native American 

renditions. Catlin's Plains landscapes, however, excited his 

contemporaries.54 ^s the first artist to paint the badlands 

of the Missouri River, Catlin's paintings revealed the 

strange, seemingly alien nature of the landscape that the 

badlands presented. Catlin was also the first Anglo-American 

to visit and paint the Red Pipestone Quarry from which the 

Indians secured the material they used in fashioning their 

53Michael MacDonald Mooney, ed.. Letters and Notes on 
the North American Indians by George Catlin, with an 
Introduction by Michael MacDonald Mooney, in One Volume (New 
York: Clarkson N. Potter, Inc., 1975), 1-3. 

54Flexner, That Wilder Image. 87. Black-and-white 
reproductions of Catlin's badlands landscapes appear in 
Mooney's edition of Letters and Notes on pages 4 ("Big Bend" 
on the Upper Missouri. Undated) and 132 (The Brick Kilns. 
Undated). 
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ceremonial pipes.55 AS with Seymour's and Peale's paintings, 

Catlin and, later, Karl Bodmer presented Americans and 

Europeans with works that revealed the West more as a 

"brilliantly colored Eden, peopled with noble warriors," 

rather than as the uninhabitable desert that Pike and Long 

described.56 Thus, Catlin's landscapes provided visual proof 

that "life" existed on the Plains. This visual confirmation 

reached the eyes of numerous people in the East compelling 

them to perceive the Plains from a new point of view. 

Catlin visited the Great Plains during the era when the 

federal government began relocating the Eastern tribes to the 

"permanent Indian Territory" in present day Nebraska, Kansas, 

and Oklahoma. He could see clearly that land hungry settlers 

would soon fill the region east of the Mississippi River and 

overflow onto the Great Plains, which would mean the demise 

of the Native American cultures, and the destruction of the 

buffalo and other wild game that inhabited the Plains. 

Catlin believed that the Native Americans who had come into 

contact with the Anglo-American culture were already 

corrupted. Seeing the results of a massive buffalo kill in 

55Mooney, Letters and Notes on the North American 
Indians. 2. Page 132 of Mooney contains a black-and-white 
reproduction of The Red Pioe-Stone Quarry of the Great Spirit 
(undated). 

56Goetzmann and Goetzmann, The West of the Imagination. 
19. 
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which the Indians traded the buffalo tongues for the white 

man's whiskey only confirmed his belief about the corrupting 

influences that the Americans had on the Natives. In order 

to protect the "innocent" Native American tribes and the 

buffalo that he painted so realistically, Catlin became the 

first person to suggest preserving the prairies, the Native 

Americans, and the wildlife from civilization: 

Many are the rudenesses and wilds in Nature's works, 
which are destined to fall before the deadly axe and 
desolating hands of cultivating man; and so amongst her 
ranks of living, of beast and human, we often find noble 
stamps, or beautiful colours, to which our admiration 
clings; and even in the overwhelming march of civilized 
improvements and refinements do we love to cherish their 
existence, and lend our efforts to preserve them in 
their primitive rudeness. Such of Nature's works are 
always worthy of our preservation and protection . . . 

Of such "rudenesses and wilds," Nature has no where 
presented more beautiful and lovely scenes than those of 
the vast prairies of the West; and of man and beast. no 
nobler specimens than those who inhabit them--the Indian 
and the buffaJo--joint and original tenants of the soil, 
and fugitives together from the approach of civilized 
man . . . 

It is a melancholy contemplation for one who has 
travelled as I have, through these realms, and seen this 
noble animal in all its pride and glory, to contemplate 
it so rapidly wasting from the world, drawing the 
irresistible conclusion too, which one must do, that its 
species is soon to be extinguished, and with it the 
peace and happiness (if not actual existence) of the 
tribes of Indians who are joint tenants with them, in 
occupancy of these vast and idle plains. 

And what a splendid contemplation too, when one (who has 
travelled these realms, and can duly appreciate them) 
imagines them as they might in the future be seen (by 
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some great protecting policy of government) preserved in 
their pristine beauty and wilderness, in a magnificant 
park, where the world could see for ages to come, the 
native Indian in his classic attire, galloping his wild 
horse, with sinewy bow, and shield and lance, amid the 
fleeting herds of elks and buffaloes. What a beautiful 
and thrilling specimen for America to preserve and hold 
up to the view of her refined citizens and the world, in 
future ages! A nation's Park, containing man and beast, 
in all the wild and freshness of their nature's 
beauty! 57 

Yet, while they admired Catlin's artistry, Easterners 

did not listen to his pleas. Thus, this first call for a 

national park fell on deaf ears. 

The German artist Karl Bodmer followed Catlin onto the 

Great Plains in 1833 and 1834. Bodmer had seen the works 

that Catlin had painted in 1832 and tried to avoid painting 

the same individuals or the same scenes.58 Bodmer, like 

Catlin, is more well known for his paintings of Native 

Americans and their cultures. Yet, he, too, painted Great 

Plains landscapes. Bodmer's works, however, were more 

precise than Catlin's and reflected his European training. 

57George Catlin, Letters and Notes on the Manners. 
Customs, and Condition of the North American Indians. . . . 
Vol. 1, (Piccadilly: Tosswill and Myers, 1841), 259-62. 
Catlin spent the summers of 1832 through 1839 on the Great 
Plains. 

58Goetzmann and Goetzmann, The West of the Imagination. 
49. Bodmer, who accompanied Prince Maximilian of Wied 
Neuwied on his trek across the Great Plains and into the 
Roclcy Mountains, saw Catlin's 1832 works when they visited 
the home of Indian Agent Benjamin O'Fallon in St. Louis. 
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Catlin sketched and painted his works quickly, as if his 

subject would vanish before he had finished.59 Perhaps his 

"quickness" came from his subconscious, which intuitively 

sensed an urgency to preserve on canvass a culture facing 

extinction. Despite their stylistic differences, both Bodmer 

and Catlin presented a new appreciation of the Plains. 

Despite the popularity of mountains as landscape in the 

Romantic Age, Worthington Whittridge found the Plains more 

pleasing than the Rocky Mountains. Whittridge first crossed 

the Plains in 1865 with General John Pope's expedition tour 

of the Rocky Mountains and his first exposure to the Plains 

greatly "impressed [him] with its vastness and silence and 

the appearance everywhere of an innocent, primitive 

59Flexner, That Wilder Image. 89-91. Examples of 
Bodmer's Plains landscapes include View of the Stone Walls 
(1833) and The Yellowstone Ascending the Missouri River 
(incorrect title, 1833), reproduced in Davis Thomas and Karin 
Ronnefeldt, eds.. People of the First Man: Life Among the 
Plains Indians in Their Final Davs of Glory (New York: 
Promontory Press, 1982), 42-43 and 93-94. Flexner, That 
Wilder Image. 90-91, contended that Bodmer could not 
reconcile himself to paint the landscapes realistically. 
"The weird hues of the plains and badlands" bothered Bodmer 
and he "fled from such unacceptable reality into formulas, 
often keyed to the salmon-pink skies beloved of European 
romantics." Most art critics agree that Bodmer's works are 
technically better than Catlin's. "Requirements [for] 
scientific accuracy" restricted Bodmer and made his work more 
precise and draughtsmanlike. "A sense of mission" (to 
preserve on canvass Native Americans and their culture before 
it disappeared) drove Catlin. 
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existence."60 Because of the effect the Plains had on him, 

Whittridge painted only a "very few" mountain scenes. If 

there were mountains in his paintings, they appeared in the 

distance, with the Plains and their "vastness and silence" 

dominating the scene.61 

Although they impressed Whittridge, the Plains were not 

as striking to Albert Bierstadt, who made three trips across 

the Great Plains to the Rocky Mountains and the Pacific 

coast. Yet, while.Bierstadt is more famous for his mountain 

paintings, he did paint several Plains landscapes.62 Many of 

60worthington Whittridge, The Autobiography of 
Worthington Whittridge. 1820-1910. ed. John I. H. Baur (New 
York: Brooklyn Museum Journal, 1944), 60, 45. John F. 
Kensett and Sanford R. Giufford accompanied Whittridge on an 
1870 journey to the West. Their aim was to paint the scenery 
of the West between the Mississippi River and the Rocky 
Mountains. Two of Whittridge's better known works are 
Encampment on the Piatt River (1865), Crossing the Ford. 
Platte River. Colorado (1870), and On the Plains. Colorado 
(1877) . Both Robert Taft, Artists and Illustrators of the 
Old West. 1850 - 1900 (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 
1953), 57, and Harold McCraken, Portrait of the Old West (New 
York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc., 1962), 165 note that 
the Century Club in New York City purchased Crossing the 
Ford. 

6lMcCracken, Portrait of the Old West. 45. 

62Gordon Hendricks, Albert Bierstadt: Painter of the 
American West (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1974) 
contains several examples of Bierstadt's Plains landscapes. 
These include Nooning on the Platte (circa 1859, p. 72), On 
the Platte River. Nebraska (Undated, p. 71), The Overland 
Trail (circa 1871, p. 204), Sunset on the Plains (Undated, p. 
231), Emigrants Crossing the Plains (1867, p. 125), and The 
Oregon Trail (1869, p. 125). These last two works are quite 
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them, in fact, appeared as etchings in Fitzhugh Ludlow's 

Heart of the Continent (1870).63 yet Bierstadt wrote very 

little about his experiences on the Great Plains. Whether or 

not the Plains moved Bierstat as they did Whittridge and, 

later, Walt Whitman is hard to assess.64 Although Bierstadt 

wrote little about the Great Plains, his art work speaks for 

him, as he painted the region not as a desert, but as an area 

more akin to William Gilpin's descriptions of the Plains as 

awaiting settlement.65 

The open spaces that so impressed Whittridge also 

inspired the poet Walt Whitman. While returning from a trip 

across the Plains from Colorado, in 1879, Whitman stopped in 

Kansas where he wrote 

while I know the standard claim is that Yosemite, 
Niagara Falls, the upper Yellowstone and the like, 
afford the greatest natural shows, I am not so sure but 
the prairies and plains, while less stunning at first 

similar. Bierstadt painted Emigrants Crossing the Plains 
using darker hues. 

63Ralph A. Britsch, Bierstadt and Ludlow: Painter and 
Writer in the West (Salt Lake City: Brigham Young 
University, 1980),22. Bierstadt's three trips overland to 
the Pacific were in 1859, 1863, and 1871-73. Bierstadt and 
Ludlow made their crossing together in 1863. 

64Goetzmann and Goetzmann, The West of the Imagination. 
152. 

65 Gilpin was a Great Plains promoter in the mid-1800s. 
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sight, last longer, fill the esthetic sense fuller, and 
precede all the rest, and make North America's 
characteristic landscape. 

Indeed through the whole of this journey, with all its 
shows and varieties, what most impress'd me, and will 
longest remain with me, are these same prairies. Day 
after day, and night after night, to my eyes, to all my 
senses - the esthetic one most of all--they silently and 
broadly unfolded.66 

Whitman, who found the Plains to be aesthetically 

pleasing, believed that settlers would eventually fill the 

region. However, he stated that the Plains might better be 

served "in the alembic of a perfect poem, or other esthetic 

work, entirely western, . . . without a trace or taste of 

Europe's soil, reminiscence, technical letter or spirit."67 

The poet, however, spoke to an audience that had already 

heard the gospel of manifest destiny, beginning with the 

letters, journals, and reports that the early overland 

emigrants had provided concerning the Great Plains and their 

potential for settlement. 

Just as the artists paintings offered the elite a 

different perspective of the Plains, the emigrants' reports 

also helped in changing Eastern beliefs about the Great 

Plains. Emigrants associated the term "Great American 

66Louis Untermyer, ed., The Poetry and Prose of Walt 
Whitman (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1949), 748. 

67ibid., 746-77. 
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Desert" with specific sections such as Utah's Great Basin. 

Emigrant letters and diaries indicated that a better name for 

the region would be the "plains" or the "prairies," and went 

so far as to describe the area as "the Garden of Eden" or the 

"garden of the world." Once the hundreds of thousands of 

travelers on the overland trail saw the trans-Mississippi 

West and realized that it was habitable and cultivable their 

reports helped change the concept of the Plains. The 

pioneers helped transform the negative image of the Plains 

from "The Great American Desert" to the more romantic ideal 

of the "Garden of Eden."68 

Regardless of these.. changing perceptions, explorers 

and emigrants continued to portray isolated areas of the 

country as unappealingly dry and barren. For instance, by 

the latter half of the nineteenth century, emigrants and 

explorers described specific areas such as the country 

surrounding the Black Hills as being inhospitable and 

uninhabitable.69 The fluctuating perceptions of the Plains 

68John Unruh, The Plains Across: The Overland Emigrants 
and the Trans-Mississippi West. 1840-1860 (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1979), 399-400. Unruh's 
sources are exhaustive. He examined emigrant diaries, 
journals, and letters, contemporary newspapers, books and 
articles, theses and dissertations, all of which related to 
overland travel during the antebellum period. His 
bibliography is twenty-three and one-half pages long, with 
the entries in double column form. 

69Lt. Colonel Richard Irving Dodge, The Black Hills (New 
York: James Miller, Publisher, 1876), 149-150. Dodge led an 
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as either a sterile desert or a fruitful Eden continued (and 

still exist) to plague the region. 

Another aspect of emigrant travel that the overlanders 

faced was the element of danger. Western myth-makers over 

emphasized the Indian threat to the emigrants as they 

crossed the prairies. Of the approximately 10,000 emigrant 

deaths, less than 400 (about 4%) were from Indian attacks. 

With Native American attacks ruled out as a significant 

peril, the major threat, then, was disease, which caused nine 

out of ten deaths on the trail. Cholera, mountain fever, and 

scurvy were the deadliest diseases. Diarrhea, tuberculosis, 

smallpox, and mumps were also prevalent on the trail. Over 

fifty percent of these illnesses and deaths occurred before 

the emigrants reached Fort Laramie, Wyoming. Mountain fever 

was the only one of the above listed diseases that emigrants 

did not contract prior to reaching Fort Laramie. Other 

dangers included drowning and accidental shootings.'^0 Thus, 

expedition in to the Black Hills area in 1875. He described 
the Black Hills as "an oasis in a wide and dreary desert," 
and the surrounding countryside as "long stretches of 
inhospitable plains, treeless and broken," with the water 
supply so bitter and alkaline as to be unfit for human 
consumption. 

70Unruh, The Plains Across. 408-10; John Mack Faragher, 
Women and Men on the Overland Trail (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1979), 31. Unruh noted that some 
historians set the trail mortality rate "as high as 30,000 
emigrant deaths for the 1842-59 period." Both Unruh and 
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the Great Plains was filled with a variety of hazards, but 

these hazards were different from what one would expect to 

find in a true "desert". 

Still, as the hardships that the emigrants faced on the 

overland journey faded from memory, negative comments about 

the crossing diminished. George Hall, for example, crossed 

the Plains during the 1849 gold rush, advised his friends not 

to take the overland route. Less than a year later, in 1850, 

Hall wrote to his relatives that he and his party were 

considering an overland journey back to the United States 

because the Plains route was the most comfortable. Time had 

Faragher offer discussions of the dangers that the 
overlanders faced. Faragher used 169 family narratives as 
the basis of his study. The conclusions that he reached 
concerning the dangers of overland travel concur with those 
of Unruh. Both men agree that approximately 250,000 
emigrants made the overland journey to the California and 
Oregon between 1842 and 1859. For samples of individual 
accounts of the journey across the Plains see John Steele, 
Across the Plains in 1850 edited with an introduction and 
notes by Joseph Schafer, Superintendent of the State 
Historical Society of Wisconsin (Chicago: The Paxton Club, 
1930) and Randall Hewitt, Across the Plains and Over the 
Divide (New York: Argosy-Antiquarian, LTD., 1964). Hewitt 
completed his trek across the continent in 1862, but he did 
not publish his diary of that journey until 1906. Hewitt 
added an inconvenience that Steele, and Unruh, omitted--the 
"omnipresent mosquito." 
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reduced Hall's unpleasant memories that crossing the Great 

Plains had created.'^1 

As an aside to the negative impact that the overland 

route had on the emigrants, the overlanders' preparedness for 

the journey affected their reactions. Farmers and their 

families, used to hardships and inconveniences, were better 

able to adjust to the trail than were those individuals whose 

background and occupations were urban related and who made 

the trek during the antebellum period.'^2 

The Great Plains impressed many of the emigrants who 

made the overland journey to California prior to 1860. Some 

of the individuals who saw the interior grasslands first hand 

on the trip to the Pacific Coast later returned as settlers 

to the Plains region.'^3 ^̂g settlers, however, the women most 

typically commented on the suitability of potential homestead 

sites. Their diaries, letters, and other works provide 

additional insight into the public's perception of the Great 

Plains. 

Most women, in their "public statements" about their 

Plains experiences, maintained positive images about the 

71unruh, The Plains Across. 414. Unruh also noted that 
those individuals who made the ocean voyage to California 
urged their friends to take the overland route. 

72ibid., 414-15. 

73ibid., 400. 
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prairies. Among the many women who kept diaries and letters 

or who produced factual or fictional accounts of life on the 

Great Plains, three women and their works appear to have been 

quite influential in promoting life on the prairies: Mary 

Austin Holley with Texas (1833); Eliza W. Farnham and Life in 

Prairie Land (1846); and the feminist, Margaret Fuller, in 

Summer on the Lakes (1844). In their works, women used "the 

prairie as a garden" and "the prairie as Eden" as recurring 

themes. '̂4 

Just as these women's perceptions were changing and 

overland migration to the Pacific was growing and many 

American emigrants were seeing the Great Plains for the first 

time, another explorer was questioning the perception of the 

Great Plains as the "Great American Desert." John C. 

Fremont, in his report of his 1842-43 expedition from St. 

Louis to the Pacific Coast, began to dispel the myth that the 

Plains between the Missouri River and the Rocky Mountains 

were barren and desolate wastes. Fremont noted that the land 

was fertile and that it could be "admirably adapted to 

'^4Annette Kolodny, The Land Before Her: Fantasy and 
Experience of the American Frontiers. 1630-1860 (Chape1 
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1984), xi, 6. 
Actually the prairies that these women extolled were in the 
tallgrass of East Texas, Illinois, Indiana, and Wisconsin and 
not on the Great Plains. Glenda Riley, The Female Frontier: 
A Comparative View of Women on the Prairie and the Plains 
(Lawrence, Kansas: University of Kansas Press, 1988), 1-13, 
195-202. 
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agricultural purposes, and would support a large agricultural 

and pastoral population."75 Fremont crossed the Plains 

during an abnormally wet season and throughout his writings 

he reported that there was adequate moisture for farming 

purposes.76 The abnormal amount of moisture unintentionally 

skewed Fremont's report into promoting the belief that the 

Great Plains was not a dry and barren desert, incapable of 

settlement. Consequently, ambitious Americans, eager to own 

land, ventured into the last expanse of undeveloped American 

soil. 

The "Great American Desert" concept lasted only into the 

1840s. Authors who ventured onto the Plains, or who used the 

reports of the Plains explorers, presented negative or mixed 

images of the region and its economic viability. The 

artists, however, who accompanied the military and trading 

expeditions, or who crossed the Plains on their own, 

dispelled such negative myths.77 in addition, the nation's 

75john Charles Fremont, Narratives of Exploration and 
Adventure edited and introduction by Allan Nevins (New 
York: Longmans, Green & Co., 1956), 21. 

76ibid., 21; Hollon, The Great American Desert. 69. 

77Dan Flores, "The Plains and the Painters: Two 
Centuries of Landscape Art from the Llano Estacado," Journal 
of American Culture 14 (Summer, 1991): 20-22. For a 
discussion of Canadian artists on the Plains, see Ronald 
Rees, "Images of the Prairie: Landscape Painting and 
Perception in the Western Interior of Canada," The Canadian 
Geographer 20 (Fall, 1976): 261-65. 
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westward expansion coupled with the Fremont expeditions led 

to a new image of the Great Plains as a fertile region 

waiting for settlement. Lost in the scramble, was Catlin's 

dream of a nation's park, one which would protect Native 

Americans, buffalo, deer, pronghorns, elk, wolves, coyotes, 

and numerous species of birds. The loss gave way to the ever 

expanding need to settle the Plains. 

Men such as William Gilpin promoted the region's 

agricultural potential during the mid- to-late-nineteenth 

century. Other entrepreneurs, such as the transcontinental 

railroads, town promoters, real estate men, and Congressmen, 

supported Gilpin's concept of the Great Plains as a region 

with the potential for productive farms.78 The fact that the 

Great Plains primarily consisted of lands in the public 

domain made the federal government responsible for opening 

that region to American settlement and privatization. 

Consequently, Congress adhered to the wishes of a public that 

now perceived the Great Plains to be commercially valuable 

and opened them to homesteaders. 

78Hollon, The Great American Desert. 65. Lewis, "Early 
American Exploration and the Cis-Rocky Mountain Desert, 1803-
1823," 9. For an assessment of Gilpin's role in advertising 
the Great Plains, see G. Malcolm Lewis, "William Gilpin and 
the Concept of the Great Plains Region," in Annals of the 
Association of American Geographers 56 (March, 1966): 33-51, 
and Henry Nash Smith, Virgin Land: The American West as 
Symbol and Myth (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1978), 
35-43. 



CHAPTER III 

THE GREAT PLAINS: 

PROMOTION AND PRIVATIZATION 

On the night of 31 December 1862, Daniel Freeman 

temporarily ended the early nineteenth century "Great 

American Desert-Great American Garden" debate when he filed 

the first claim on land allocated for settlement under the 

Homestead Act of 1862. Freeman located his claim on the 

western edge of the tallgrass prairies in southeastern 

Nebraska, in an area that many Americans only 40 years 

earlier had considered worthless for agricultural purposes. 

Freeman's claim, like the thousands of other claims that 

followed, was a part of the region that George Catlin had 

suggested for use as the "nation's park," fit only for 

buffalo and Indians.1 When the Homestead Act, alone, failed 

to fill the Plains with settlers who would unleash the 

"garden's" agricultural potential. Congress enacted 

additional legislation designed to assist homesteaders in 

claiming the extensive acres on the Great Plains. 

Ipay H. Mattison, "Homestead National Monument: Its 
Establisliment and Administration," Nebraska History 43:1 
(March, 1962), 2-4. Freeman's claim was located just east of 
the 97th meridian. 

72 
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As hordes of dreamy-eyed homesteaders advanced onto the 

Great Plains, lured by the "Garden of Eden" images. Congress 

enacted the legislation that established Yellowstone National 

Park as the nation's first park.2 Although Yellowstone's 

creation was contrary to Catlin's call for a "nation's park," 

which specifically emphasized the need to preserve the 

"unsettled" Plains and its culture, Americans were developing 

deep concerns for setting aside the nation's more spectacular 

landscapes. For most Americans, the focus on landscape 

preservation centered on the Western mountains and 

canyonlands. Few people recognized that the Great Plains 

also contained landscapes that were worth saving. 

Congress set some early precedents when it created 

Yellowstone National Park. The first precedent was that the 

scenery destined for preservation as a national park had to 

be spectacular and unique. The second precedent was that the 

area under consideration for national park status had to be 

commercially worthless to logging, mining, grazing, and 

agricultural interests. The third precedent was that the 

land had to lie within the public domain.3 Any deviation 

2Yellowstone National Park Act. Statues at Large. 17, 
sec. 1-2, 32, (1872). Congress established Yellowstone 

National Park on March 1, 1872. 

3Alfred Runte, National Parks: The American Experience. 
2nd Edition, Revised (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
1987), 49. 
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from the three precedents was piecemeal and occurred only 

after the turn of the century. 

Thus, at the same time that it was opening the public 

domain in the Great Plains to privatization, the federal 

government was closing the public domain farther West to 

create national parks that would preserve America's unique 

and monumental scenery for the public's spiritual benefit. 

Paradoxically, by the time state legislatures and the federal 

government had begun considering preserving portions of the 

Great Plains as national parks, much of the land under 

consideration had fallen to privatization. 

The federal government was not alone in grappling with 

its public domain on the Great Plains. Texas, as the only 

state in the Union to retain its public lands, was also 

trying to dispose of its public domain on the Plains. When 

Texas entered the Union in 1845, the United States government 

agreed to two important and related provisions: Texas would 

be liable for its public debts; and, in order to retire that 

debt, Texas would retain possession of all its public lands. 

After settling Spanish and Mexican land claims, and after 

ceding the United States 67 million acres in 1850, Texas 

retained almost 150 million acres in its public domain. 

Between 1850 and 1898, when Texas exhausted its public 

domain, the state granted 40,000,000 acres to settlers; 

10,000,000 acres to soldiers, veterans, signers of the Texas 

declaration of independence, and their survivors; 32,000,000 
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acres to the railroads; 5,000,000 acres for internal 

improvements such as road building and canal digging; 

3,050,000 acres for the capitol; and 52,000,000 million acres 

reserved for education.4 within forty-eight years, Texas had 

depleted most of its public domain, including the 

approximately 42 million acres that lay in the Great Plains.5 

By the early 1900s, Texas held no public lands in the 

state, including the Great Plains, for preservation, or park, 

purposes. The state encouraged settlers to use purchase or 

lease agreements to privatize its public domain. In 

promoting settlement and ranching efforts, Texas, like the 

federal government, faced numerous problems as it moved to 

establish parks in the more scenic regions of the state. The 

fact that the federal government had no public lands in Texas 

also limited a national park movement in the state. Thus, 

both Texas and the federal government faced similar problems 

when they attempted to establish state and national parks on 

their respective grasslands. 

4Thomas Lloyd Miller, The Public Lands of Texas. 1519-
1970 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1972), viii. 

5Homer E. Socolofsky, "Editor's Introduction," Journal 
of the West 6:1 (January, 1967): 3. Socolofsky's chart 
listed the square miles of Great Plains that each state 
contained and the total square miles for each Great Plains 
state. To get the figure for Texas, I multiplied 65,599 (the 
number of square miles of Great Plains in Texas) by 640 (the 
number of acres in a square mile). The resulting acreage was 
41,983,360 acres. 
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Not only did the two governments lose their best lands 

for park purposes to privatization, the grassland itself 

underwent a radical change as it fell to the farmers' plows. 

The perception that the prairies were a "fruitful garden" 

reflected the pioneers' utilitarian nature, which focused on 

the homesteaders' ability to turn a profit. The aesthetic 

ideals that artists and poets held for the Plains fell by the 

wayside in favor of practicality and profit. 

The Plains promoters of the nineteenth century, eager to 

turn a profit, provided settlers with the hope that, with 

technology, the homesteader could turn the "Desert" into a 

"Garden." As the overland traders and emigrants who first 

crossed the Plains started questioning the old "Plains as 

Desert" concept, the Great Plains boosters sufficiently 

reinforced the "Plains as Garden" image. Men and 

organizations, such as William Gilpin and Ferdinand V. 

Hayden, the railroads, and even the federal government, were 

successful in their efforts at advertising the Great Plains 

as suitable for settlement and cultivation. Because of their 

advertising tactics, the "Great American Desert" became the 

Great Plains and, then, the "Garden of the World."6 

6G. Malcolm Lewis, "William Gilpin and the Concept of 
the Great Plains Region," Annals of the Association of 
American Geographers. 55:4, (1965): 33-51; Henry Nash Smith, 
Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1978), 174-200. 
Smith, on page 185, noted that L. P. Brockett. Our Western 
Empire (1882), 54, concluded that the entire Trans-
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Josiah Gregg was the first American to suggest that the 

Great Plains might actually serve the nation agriculturally. 

In Commerce of the Prairies. Gregg described the Plains as 

sterile, naked, and suitable only for habitation by 

pronghorn, buffalo, and Indians. Gregg, just a few pages 

later, however, proposed that the Plains, under "gentle 

influences of civilization," meaning cultivation, might cause 

an increase in rainfall, or that planting trees across the 

Plains might affect the seasons. If those measures failed to 

provide adequate rainfall, then the superior grasses of the 

Plains would make an excellent forage for enough cattle to 

supply the entire United States with beef. Gregg also 

anticipated later ideas about water development when he 

stated that farmers on the Plains would have to irrigate in 

order to overcome the summer droughts and produce adequate 

crops.7 

Mississippi region was "destined to be the garden of the 
world." Ladd Haystead and Gilbert C. Fite, The Agricultural 
Regions of the United States (Norman: University of 
Oklahoma, 1955), 179 - 203, for a discussion of the Great 
Plains as the "American granary." See also, B.H. 
Baltensperger, "Plains Boomers and the Creation of the Great 
American Desert Myth," Journal of Historical Geography 18:1 
(January, 1992): 60. 

7Josiah Gregg, Commerce of the Prairies, ed. by Max L. 
Moorehead (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1954), 
362, 355, 363-64. Gregg, in his discussion of cultivation 
causing increased rainfall, noted that the older Spanish 
settlers noted that the dry seasons had not been so severe 
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Gregg was followed by William Gilpin who first crossed 

the Great Plains with John C. Fremont in 1843, and by 1848 

had made five crossings. Health problems restricted Gilpin's 

activities from 1848 to 1857, but he spent that time living 

in Independence, Missouri, where he met the overland 

emigrants who were either departing for or returning from the 

western reaches of the United States. During his 

convalescence, Gilpin read and reflected on the opportunities 

that the Plains offered. In 1857, having recovered his 

health, he began to produce an enormous amount of literature 

promoting the Great Plains and to give promotional lectures, 

and he re-entered politics.8 

In four letters to the National Intelligencer in October 

and December of 1858, Gilpin formally presented his views on 

North America. The four letters concerned the Mississippi 

River basin, the hemp-growing region, the Great Plains, and 

the mountain formations, and served as the basis of the 

remainder of Gilpin's major works. Giplin's letter of 13 

and that rainfall had increased since the Missouri traders 
began arriving in Santa Fe. Henry Nash Smith, Virgin Land. 
180. Gregg's ideas preceded several of the Great Plains 
promoters by at least two decades. 

8G. Malcolm Lewis, "William Gilpin and the Concept of 
the Great Plains Region," in Annals of the Association of 
American Geographers 56:1 (March, 1966): 33-51. Smith, 
vi rqi n Land. 35-43. 
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October 1858, was especially important as it focused on the 

Great Plains and the area's development as a pastoral region. 

Gilpin stated in his letter that 

these Plains are not deserts, but the opposite, and are 
the cardinal basis for the future empire of commerce and 
industry now erecting itself on the North American 
Continent. . . . They . . . form the Pastoral Garden of 
the world . . . Upon them pastoral agriculture will 
become a separate grand department of national 
industry.^ 

In his letters and other works, Gilpin continued to praise 

the Great Plains as the location of "PASTORAL AGRICULTURE," 

the name that he gave to the "new and immense order of 

industrial production," which he foretold would be the future 

^James C. Malin, The Grasslands of North America: 
Prolegomena To Its History with Addenda and Postscript 
(Gloucester, Mass.: Perter Smith, 1967), 177, 181-82. Malin 
reprinted almost the entire letter in Grasslands on pages 184 
through 188. Malin noted that the works that emerged from 
Gilpin's four letters were The Central Gold Region, the 
Grain. Pastoral, and Gold Regions of North America (1860, 
1873), Mission of the North American People. Geographical. 
Social and Political (1874), and The Cosmopolitan Railway 
Compacting and Fusing Together All the World's Continents 
(1890). "The Missouri Valley and the Great Plains," North 
American Review, 87:180 (July, 1858): 72-75; Lewis, "William 
Gilpin and the Concept of the Great Plains Region," 40-45. 
Lewis dated Gilpin's initial literary efforts at Great Plains 
promotion as May 25, 1857 when The New York Daily Times 
published a Gilpin letter entitled "The Great West." 
According to Lewis, the October 13, 1858, letter was 
virtually the same as the May 25, 1857 letter. Gilpin 
apparently was saturating newspapers and journals with 
variations on the theme of the Great Plains as a pastoral and 
arable region. 
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of the Plains.10 He justified his prediction when he 

described the animal paradise on the Plains: 

In traversing the continent from the Atlantic beach to 
the South Pass, the point of greatest altitude and 
remoteness from the sea, we cross successively the 
timbered region of soft soil and long annual grasses, 
and finally the great plains. The first two are 
irrigated by the rains coming from the sea, and are 
arable; the last is rainless, of a compact soil, 
resisting the plow, and is, therefore, pastoral. The 
herbage is peculiarly adapted to the climate and the 
dryness of the soil and atmosphere, and is perennial. 
It is edible and nutritious throughout the year. This 
is the "gramma" or "buffalo grass." . . . It is this 
longitudinal belt of perennial pasture upon which the 
buffalo finds his winter food . . . and here are 
infinite herds of aboriginal cattle peculiar to North 
America--wild horses, elk, antelope, white and black-
tailed deer, mountain sheep, and the grizzly bear, 
wolves, the hare, badger, porcupine, and smaller animals 
innumerable. The aggregate number of cattle . . . 
exceeds one hundred million. . . . It is all 
spontaneously supported by nature, as are the fish of 
the sea. 

Every kind of our domestic animals flourishes upon the 
great plains equally with the wild ones. Three tame 
animals may be substituted for every wild one, and vast 
territories reoccupied, from which the wild stock has 
been exterminated by indiscriminate slaughter and the 
increase of wolves.H 

From 1857 until his death in 1894, Gilpin promoted the 

image of the Great Plains as a pastoral region awaiting 

lOLetter from Gilpin. Cited in "The Missouri Valley and 
The Great Plains," 74. The author of this article failed to 
date Gilpin's letter, describing it only as "recent." 

lllbid. 
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settlement. The lack of trees for fuel, housing, or fencing 

purposes, for instance, did not bother Gilpin. Coal was an 

abundant fuel source on the Plains, and adobe could serve 

equally for housing and fencing.12 Still, Gilpin recognized 

that some cultivation could take place on the Great Plains. 

In describing the land that was suitable for the plow, he 

waxed poetic on the arable possibilities that the Plains 

offered. 

The Great Plains embrace a very ample proportion of 
arable soil for farms. The 'bottoms' of the rivers are 
very broad and level . . . They may be easily and 
cheaply saturated by all the various systems of 
artificial irrigation . . . Under this treatment the 
soils, being alluvial and calcareous, . . . return a 
prodigious yield, and are independent of the seasons. 
Every variety of grain, vegetable, the grape and fruits, 
flax, hemp, cotton and the flora, under the perpetual 
sun, and irrigated at the root, attain extraordinary 
vigor, flavor, and beauty.13 

If the Plains were to fall to the yeoman's plow, 

however, new developments in plow technology were required. 

The cast-iron or wood and iron plow blades that had cut 

through the light Eastern soils were no match for the thick, 

tough grasses and rich loam of the prairies. In 1833, 

12Gilpin letter. Cited in Lewis, "William Gilpin and 
the Concept of the Great Plains Region," 42. Gilpin actually 
stated that "[T]he absences of timber is no drawback--it is a 
supreme advantage." 

13Gilpin letter. Cited in Malin, The Grasslands of 
North America. 181-82. 
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however, John Lane, Sr., developed a polished steel plow 

blade that could cut through the prairie grasses and turn the 

prairie loam without having the rich soil stick to the blade. 

By 1837, John Deere had improved the plowshare and built up a 

surplus of plows to sell as he journeyed throughout the 

countryside. Thus, began a new era of plow technology. With 

each new development adding to the plow's efficiency the 

prairie had no defense.14 

Paradoxically, the prairie's nearly level and treeless 

landscape, which initially slowed settlement, accelerated 

both its development and its demise. Because there were few 

rocks, trees, or tree stumps to slow the plowman and his plow 

as they cut through it, the rich prairie earth quickly 

succumbed to cultivation. What no one realized, was that, in 

plowing and planting the prairies to annual, monoculture 

crops, settlers were destroying a wealth of biotic vegetative 

diversity and setting the stage for future the ecological 

catastrophes. 

Gilpin's importance in promoting the "Plains as Garden" 

image cannot be underestimated. Indeed, his garden images 

14Fred A. Shannon, The Farmer's Last Frontier: 
Agriculture. 1860-1897 (Armonk, New York: M. E. Sharpe, 
Inc., 1945, 1973), 129; John Madson, Where the Sky Began: 
Land of the Tallgrass Prairie (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1982), 206-8; Ray Allen Billington and Martin Ridge, 
Westward Expansion: A History of the American Frontier. 5th 
Edition (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 1982), 
634. 
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of the prairie awaiting cultivation were instrumental in 

luring many individuals, wanting to be first time landowners, 

onto the Plains. The federal government, hoping to populate 

the mid-section of the United States and to connect the 

eastern establishment with the western frontier, eagerly 

became an active participant in promoting favorable images of 

the interior grasslands. Congress, therefore, enacted a 

series of land acts designed to open the West to American 

settlement beginning in 1862. The "Act to secure Homesteads 

to actual Settlers on the Public Domain," better known as the 

Homestead Act, allotted 160 acres of surveyed land in the 

public domain to any man or woman who was twenty-one years 

old or was the head of a family.15 Settlers filed claims for 

land in the Great Plains, the Mountain, and the Pacific 

states. Because most of the farm land was located on the 

Plains settlers filed more claims in that region than they 

filed in the other two areas. 

Although the Homestead Act and the earlier Preemption 

Acts, which also applied to the Plains, removed potential 

parkland and wildlife sanctuaries from the public domain, the 

laws were not as successful in filling the West with 

homesteads as the government had hoped. As both Gregg and 

Gilpin had stressed, much of the Great Plains was suitable 

15Homestead Act. Statutes at Large. 12, sec. 1, 392-3 
(1862) . 
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primarily for pasturage. One hundred-sixty acres in the 

humid East was more than enough for successful farming, but 

on the Great Plains, especially west of the one-hundredth 

meridian, a quarter section was not sufficient enough for a 

farming or ranching operation to prosper. Consequently, 

between 1862 and 1916, Congress, still ignoring the 

possibility of a national park on the Plains, enacted several 

other measures meant to assist settlers in acquiring enough 

land and/or water to farm successfully on the Great Plains 

and the other regions of the West.16 

Another reason that the Homestead Act was not as 

effective as Congress had desired was that within two weeks 

after enacting the Homestead Act, Congress passed "An Act to 

aid in the Construction of a Railroad and Telegraph Line from 

the Missouri River to the Pacific Ocean."17 The Pacific 

Railroad Act not only allotted vast land grants to the 

jrailroads but also contained land restrictions on homestead 

sites that further hindered homesteaders in their attempts to 

settle the desirable sections of the Great Plains. Congress, 

16paul W. Gates, "The Homestead Law in an Incongruous 
Land System," American Historical Review XLI:4 (July, 1936) 
652-81; idem, "The Homestead Act: Free Land Policy in 
Operation, 1862-1935," Land Use and Policy Problems in the 
United States, ed. Howard W. Ottoson, (Lincoln: University 
of Nebraska Press, 1963), 28-46. 

17pacific Railroad Act. Statutes at Large. 12, sec. 1-
20, 489-498 (1862) . 
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in passing the act, incorporated the Union Pacific Railroad 

Company and authorized it to construct, maintain, and enjoy 

said railroad and telegraph lines. Congress granted the 

Union Pacific Railroad, the Leavenworth, Pawnee, and Western 

Railroad of Kansas, and the Central Pacific Railroad of 

California right-of-ways that extended two hundred feet on 

each side of the tracks, grounds for stations, -buildings, and 

other necessairy structures, and every alternate section of 

land, designated by odd sections, per mile on each side of 

the tracks and within ten miles of each side.18 in 1864, 

Congress doubled the original 1862 land grant, which further 

aided the railroads.1^ 

In granting the railroads these alternate sections of 

land. Congress closed the entire area until the railroads had 

surveyed the track routes and had chosen their sites. The 

restriction kept the homesteader out of the region and off 

the best sites, which the railroads took. Congress also 

closed the non-railroad lands within the allotted area to 

settlement unless the homesteader paid a higher fee for his 

160-acre allotment. The settler who could not afford to pay 

the higher rates either had to locate his homestead on 

inferior land or move farther into the semi-arid country. 

18ibid., 490-5 

19pacific Railroad Act. Statutes at Large. 13, sec. 2, 
356 (1864). 
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where he had to contend with a more hostile environment.20 

Despite Congressional restrictions, the railroads and 

their advertising greatly contributed to the public's 

positive reaction to the Plains. Successfully, the railroads 

promoted Gilpin's notion that the Plains were a bountiful 

garden waiting for cultivation. Consequently, the railroads 

sold tickets to prospective settlers and helped fill the 

Plains with homesteads. Although the 1862 Railroad Act 

withdrew choice indemnity lands from settlement under the 

Homestead Act, the ban lasted only as long as the railroad 

companies did not secure final patent on their land and did 

not open that land for sale. 

20Roy M. Robbins, Our Landed Heritage: The Public 
Domain. 1776-1936 (Gloucester, MA.: Perter Smith, 1960), 225-
56; Rupert N. Richardson, "Some Historical Factors 
Contributing to the Problems of the Great Plains," The 
Southwestern Social Science Ouarterlv. 18:1 (June 1937): 5-
7. The price of land settled under the different Homestead 
Acts varied according to act. Railroad lands averaged about 
$5.00 per acre. Indemnity lands, those alternate sections of 
land that the government retained, sold at auction for better 
than $2.50 an acre. One other Congressional action that 
deprived settlers of choice lands was the Morrill Act of 
1862, which granted to the states in the Union 30,000 acres 
of land in the public domain for each senator and 
representative in Congress, according to the 1860 
apportionment. The purpose of this act was to provide each 
state with at least one college in which agriculture and the 
mechanical arts would be the leading subjects. Morrill Land 
Grant Act. Statutes at Large. 12, sec. 2, 503 (1862). The 
Morrill Act withdrew some 13,000,000 acres from the public 
domain. Prior to the Dawes Severalty Act of 1887, settlers 
could not enter for settlement lands in the Indian 
reservations. 
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Railroads needed settlers to fill the Great Plains 

region so that they could make a profit by transporting the 

area's trade. Without settlers and towns along the line, 

railroad construction might just as well have been through an 

extremely long tunnel. Consequently, the railroad companies' 

best interests, were to promote the Great Plains as a 

productive agricultural region in both the East and in 

Europe.21 in several cases, however, the railroads 

misrepresented the region's productive capabilities in order 

to influence prospective settlers. In addition to assisting 

those prospective homesteaders who wanted to settle near the 

railroad but could not afford the higher prices, railroad 

companies offered settlers easy credit at generous terms. 

Thus, by 1876, homesteaders had filled most of the mid-grass 

portion of the Great Plains and were beginning to expand into 

the short-grass regions beyond the hundredth meridian.22 

2lDavid Emmons, Garden in the Grasslands: Boomer 
Literature of the Central Great Plains (Lincoln: University 
of Nebraska Press, 1971). One example of railroad literature 
that Emmons cited was the Rock Island Railroad's Western 
Trail (January, 1887), which declared Kansas to be "the 
garden spot of the world" . . . able to "grow anything that 
any other country will grow and with less work." Not only 
that, but adequate rainfall fell at just the right time. 
State governments also provided promotional literature that 
emphasized their region's superb climate and agricultural 
potential. Yet, as Emmons points out, tight fisted 
legislatures often hampered these promotional efforts by 
failing to appropriate enough funds to hire print promotional 
literature or hire agents to distribute that literature. 

22Emmons, Garden in the Grasslands. 25-46. Emmons used 
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Coinciding with the series of Congressional land acts 

and with the homesteaders' surge onto the Plains, two 

government surveyors--Ferdinand V. Hayden and John Wesley 

Powell--submitted conflicting reports that focused on the 

conditions in the Western lands. Most of Congress and the 

public chose to accept Hayden's report and to reject 

Powell's. Hayden presented his first report on the 

Geological and Geographical Survey of the Territories in 1867 

to the Secretary of the Interior. Hayden wrote that in the 

Plains of Nebraska, for instance, "the planting of ten or 

fifteen acres of forest-trees on each quarter-section will 

have a most important effect on the climate, equalizing and 

increasing the moisture and greatly adding to the fertility 

of the soil." Hayden's statement echoed Gregg's suggestion 

the Union Pacific Railroad as an example. The Union Pacific 
required "10 percent dovyni and eleven years credit at 7 
percent per annum." (32). Emmons also noted that some 
railroad companies in certain regions deliberately kept their 
lands off the market in order to drive up the price of the 
land in proportion to what it would be when the railroad had 
completed its construction. Railroads were concerned with 
selling their lands that lay beyond the hundredth meridian 
and that they developed new marketing strategies that focused 
first on irrigation and stock raising, and later on the 
healthful aspects of the arid plains over the semi-arid 
plains. Arrell M. Gibson, Harlow's Oklahoma History. Sixth 
Edition (Norman, Oklahoma: Harlow Publishing Corporation, 
1972), 77 for the "tunnel" analogy. Gibson does not state 
what railroad official made the statement, which applied to 
railroad construction in Indian Territory. 
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that cultivation and tree planting on the Plains would 

increase and equalize rainfall and add to the fertility of 

the soil.23 

Hayden issued his report just as American settlers were 

moving onto the eastern edges of the mid-grass region of the 

Great Plains. His reports reinforced the government and the 

public's changing perceptions of the region from desert to 

garden.24 Congress, in accepting and printing Hayden's 

report, added its official support to the notion that 

23F.V. Hayden, First. Second, and Third Annual Reports 
of the United States Geological Survey of the Territories for 
the Years 1867. 1868. and 1869 (Washington, DC: Government 
Printing Office, 1873), 14 and 20; Nash, Virgin Land. 180. 
William H. Goetzmann, in Exploration and Empire (1966), 
argues that American explorers reflected societal values and 
that these explorers, in turn, often influenced changes in 
those values. On page 496, Goetzmann noted that the idea 
that cultivation and tree planting leads to increased 
rainfall was a favorite theory of English scientist Sir John 
F.W. Herschel and French scientist M. Boussingault. 
Goetzmann also stated that Hayden's report was so popular 
that the original copies sold out and the report had to be 
reprinted in 1873. Henry Nash Smith, "Rain Follows the Plow: 
The Notion of Increased Rainfall for the Great Plains, 1844 -
1880," in The Huntington Library Ouarterlv X:2 (February, 
1947) : 178, indicated that Hayden cited George Perkins Marsh, 
Man and Nature; or. Physical Geography as Modified bv Human 
Action (1864) to back up his assertions that rain followed 
the forests. Smith also pointed out that Marsh avoided 
committing himself to the theory that forests influenced 
rainfall. Hayden used Marsh out of context when he quoted 
only Marsh's positive statements on the subject. 

24David Emmons, "The Influence of Ideology on Changing 
Environmental Images: The Case of Six Gazetteers," Images of 
t;he Plains: The Role of Human Nature in Settlement eds. 
Brian W. Blouet and Merlin P. Lawson, (Lincoln: University 
of Nebraska Press, 1975), 125,127-134. 
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cultivation and tree planting influenced the Plains climate. 

Hayden's report also had ramifications that affected 

iDOth his own surveys and government land policy. In 1866, 

Joseph S. Wilson, Commissioner of the Public Land Office and 

Hayden's immediate superior, had petitioned Congress for 

appropriations for tree planting on the Plains. Wilson 

claimed that tree planting and cultivation on the Plains 

would greatly enhance the climate and the soil of the region. 

Apparently Wilson planted the seeds of Hayden's report when 

he instructed Hayden "to investigate, among other things, 

'the introduction of suitable forest trees' on the Nebraska 

Plains."25 Wilson and Congress were pleased with Hayden's 

report as they increased his 1868 appropriation by $5,000 and 

extended his surveys beyond the Great Plains into the Roclcy 

Mountains.26 

Wilson's request for tree planting appropriations and 

Hayden's report lx)re fruit in 1873, when Congress enacted the 

Timber Culture Act. The act awarded a quarter section (160 

acres) of land to any person who would protect and keep in 

good condition for ten years, forty acres of timber. The 

allotment also applied to homesteaders who had been on their 

lands for three years and had been cultivating one acre of 

25cited in Smith, "Rain Follows the Plow," 177-78 

26Goetzmann, Exploration and Empire. 496. 
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trees for the previous two years of that time. Five years 

later, when planting forty acres of trees on the Plains was 

too much .to ask. Congress amended the Timber Culture Act by 

reducing both the required acreage in trees from forty to ten 

and the number of trees per acre from 2,700 to 675.27 The 

Timber Culture. Act had three goals: (1) to get stands of 

trees growing in hope that they would affect the climate and 

increase precipitation; (2) to provide wood for fencing, 

fuel, and construction material; and (3) to provide another 

means by which farmers could claim additional land in those 

areas requiring larger farm acreages.28 

Despite Congress' lofty goals, most people, by 1880, 

regarded the Timber Culture Act as a failure. Ranchers and 

land speculators abused the law in order to increase their 

land holdings or their profits from land sales. Ranchers 

turned spacious tracts of land designated as homestead sites 

into rangeland, which they eventually destroyed by allowing 

their cattle to overgraze the range. At the same time, 

speculators, by keeping extensive tracts of land off the 

27Timber Culture Act. Statutes at Large. 17, sec. 4, 605 
(1873). Walter Prescott Webb, The Great Plains (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1959), 412. Webb noted that 
the Timber Culture Act, as introduced by Nebraska Senator 
Phineas W. Hitchcock (R, 1871-1877), was a variation of the 
Homestead Act and was a response to the "desirability of 
having timber and forests on the Great Plains." 

28paul W. Gates, History of Public Land Law Development 
(New York: Arno Press, 1979), 399-400. 



92 

market, were able to charge settlers high prices for the land 

they iDOught. The law also encouraged farmers in the short 

grass regions to plant trees when trees could not grow 

because of the lack of sufficient moisture. Farmers, 

therefore, put fragile prairie land that had marginal 

agricultural use under the plow in order to increase their 

homestead acreage. Thus, while attempting to encourage 

commercial development on the Great Plains, Congress engaged 

in a disastrous form of environmental tinkering, which 

inadvertently created the conditions leading to the Dust Bowl 

of the 1930s.29 

As with the Homestead Act and the Preemption Act, the 

Plains states lost more land to privatization than either the 

Mountain or Pacific states did. Much of the land in the 

latter regions was without a doubt unfit for settlement and 

too rugged or remote for successful mining or logging. That 

land, therefore, remained unclaimed and would become future 

national parks. Yet, at the same time that the federal 

government began closing the public domain in the western 

mountains for use as national parks. Congress continued to 

open the public lands on the Great Plains to private 

ownership, without considering the idea preserving a part of 

the Plains as a national park. The fact that Congress had 

29Robbins, Our Landed Heritage. 218-19, 247-48. 
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read or knew of Catlin's earlier suggestions concerning a 

nation's park on the Great Plains is doubtful. Because of 

the Plains growing commercial value, however. Congress 

probably would have followed the course that it took. 

The lack of water and forests on the Great Plains 

concerned Cyrus Thomas, who served as an entomologist and 

botanist on the Hayden Surveys from 1869 to 1872. Thomas, 

who also edited the reports' sections on the Plains 

agricultural potential, suggested that the area west of the 

one-hundredth meridian could not sustain agriculture without 

irrigation. However, Thomas believed that the scarcity of 

water was a characteristic that was regional and would not 

limit the farmer's ability to produce sufficient crop yields. 

According to Thomas, the Plains region was well suited to 

cereal grain and livestock production. If there was one 

thing that might upset the various agencies that encouraged 

homesteading, Thomas believed that factor was the federal 

government's desire maintain absolute control over any 

irrigation system that evolved in the West.30 

30cryus Thomas, "Agricultural Resources of the 
Territories: General Review, Geographical Features, 
Mountains, Forests, Etc." in F. V. Hayden, Preliminary Report 
of the United States Geological Survey of Montana and 
Portions of Adjacent Territories: being a Fifth Annual Report 
of Progress (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 
1872), 226. As the editor of the Agricultural section of the 
Hayden Surveys, Thomas had the opportunity to see, edit, 
comment on, and accept or reject articles that other members 
of the Surveys submitted for inclusion. Thomas, therefore. 
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Hayden's report also influenced other Plains boosters. 

At least one promoter, Richard Smith Elliott, worked for the 

Kansas Pacific Railroad. Elliott, who began working for the 

railroad in 1870 as an "Industrial Agent," contributed to 

Hayden's 1870 and 1871 reports.31 The 1871 report described 

Elliott's attempt to show that trees could grow on the 

western Kansas grasslands without irrigation or much effort 

from the settler. Elliott's scheme was to promote railroad 

lands to prospective settlers and newspaper journalists who 

would promote the region through their newspaper articles. 

Elliott planted trees along the railroads' right-of-way as 

saw the articles supporting the forestation/cultivation 
affects rainfall theories that two of Hayden's strongest 
supporters, Richard Elliott and Samuel Aughey submitted. See 
also Malin, The Grasslands of North America. 195-96. 

31R.S. Elliott, "Report on the Industrial Resources of 
Western Kansas and Eastern Colorado," in F.V. Hayden, 
Preliminary Report of the United States Geological Survey of 
Wyoming and Portions of Contiguous Territories (Washington, 
DC: Government Printing Office, 1872), 442-58; R.S. Elliot, 
"Experiments in Cultivation on the Plains Along the Line of 
the Kansas Pacific Railway," in Hayden, Preliminary Report of 
United States Geological Survey of Montana and Portions of 
Adjacent Territories (Washington, DC: Government Printing 
Office, 1872), 274-79. Elliott's article appeared in Part II 
of the Report. Cyrus Thomas edited this section entitled 
"Agricultural Resources of the Territories: General Review; 
Geographical Features, Mountains, Forests, Etc." In his 
introduction, Thomas mentioned Elliott's experiment as a mean 
of determining how far onto the Plains humans might safely 
encroach. Thomas also noted that irrigation was 
"indispensable to cultivation . . . west of the one hundredth 
meridian." 226. 
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far west as the Colorado border. As the Kansas-Pacific 

Railroad's "Industrial Agent," he then conducted tours for 

newspapermen to show that his experiments in tree planting 

had been successful. Elliott was able to get the Smithsonian 

Institution to print at least one article in its 1870 annual 

report expounding on his theories of forestation, railroad 

and telegraph construction, and their relationship to 

increased rainfall.32 

In promoting the new image of the Plains as a garden 

awaiting the yeoman's plow, the gazetteers probably had more 

influence in creating an interest in Plains settlement. With 

the exception of Gilpin, who used the newspapers as a public 

forum for Plains promotion, the other Plains boosters, such 

as Elliot, spoke to a limited audience. The newspapermen, 

many of whom had wandered in the West, reached a wider 

32R. S. Elliot, "The Climate of Kansas," Annual Report 
of The Board of Regents of the Smithsonian Institution 
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1871), 472-74. 
Most of the Smithsonian article was a rehash of Elliot's 
contribution to the 1871 Hayden Survey. Elliot stated that 
he believed that plants offering more shade often preceded 
agricultural settlement onto the Plains and resulted in a 
decrease in heat loss from the earth's surface and an 
increase in rainfall. The climate, therefore, changed 
without such direct human intervention as cultivation. If one 
carried Elliot's belief far enough, just thinking about 
moving onto the Plains could cause trees to grow, thereby, 
leading to an increase in rainfall. Elliot noted that he had 
sent the Smithsonian Institution an earlier article entitled 
"Climate of the Plains" in March, 1870, which discussed wheat 
farming in western Kansas. See also Smith, "Rain Follows the 
Plow," 179-80. 
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constituency. Men such as Albert Dean Richardson, Samuel 

Bowles, and Linus Brockett used "the guidebook, or gazette, a 

massive compendium of facts, figures, hearsay evidence, myth, 

lyrical promises, and a priori deductions" to reach the 

reading public.33 while Plains boosters were praising the 

region from 1865 through 1881, settlers were advancing into 

the mid-grass and short-grass regions of the North American 

interior. 

Albert Dean Richardson, a reporter for Horace Greeley's 

New York Tribune, who crossed the Plains in 1865, was one of 

the earliest journalists to promote the Great Plains as 

suitable for settlement. Richardson produced at least two 

works. Our New States and Territories (1866) and Bevond the 

Mississippi (1867), that praised the Plains region for its 

fertile soil and healthy climate. According to Richardson, 

Kansas had some of the richest soil in the United States and 

farmers could count on corn yields averaging forty to sixty 

bushels an acre. The homesteader could also control the 

rainfall with early planting and deep plowing.34 

33Emmons, "The Influence of Ideology on Changing 
Environmental Images," 130-34. In addition to Richardson, 
Bowles, and Brockett, Emmons included Frederick Goddard, W.E. 
Webb, and Ferdinand V. Hayden in his discussion of the 
gazetteers who promoted the Great Plains. Because Hayden was 
a government employee and much of his work was published 
under the government imprimatur, I have treated him as a part 
of the government's active role in Great Plains development. 

34Emmons, "The Influence of Ideology on Changing 
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Another newspaperman, Samuel Bowles, used his position 

as editor of the Springfield (Massachusetts) Republican to 

promote the Plains and reject the theory of the Great 

American Desert. For Bowles, the railroads would be 

instrumental in conquering the Plains and filling them with 

deserving settlers.35 

L. P. Brockett also added to the idea of an 

agriculturally productive Great Plains when he published Our 

Western Empire (1881). In this tome that he called "The 

Latest and Most Comprehensive Work on the States and 

Territories West of the Mississippi," Brockett dedicated a 

chapter of fourteen pages to the "myth" of the Great American 

Desert. Brockett cited the agricultural production of 

Kansas, Nebraska, Montana, the Dakotas, and Wyoming in order 

Environmental Images," 130. Malin, The Grassland of North 
America. 191-92. Oddly enough, Richardson, in Our New 
States, was critical of the Mormons for their religious 
beliefs. Yet, the Mormons had more success on the Utah 
deserts than many settlers on the Great Plains. Another 
oddity was that Greeley, who crossed the Plains in 1859 and 
found nothing laudatory about them, allowed Richardson to use 
the Tribune to praise the region. See Horace Greeley, An 
Overland Journey from New York to San Francisco in the Summer 
of 1859 (New York: C. M. Saxton, Barker & Co., 1860), 98-
105. Greeley expressed his belief that the Great American 
Desert existed in reality and that anything else was only 
wishful thinking in two chapters, entitled "The American 
Desert" and "Good-Bye to the Desert." 

35Horace Greely, An Overland Journey. 131-32. 
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to dispel the "pseudo-scientific theorists" description of 

the Great American Desert.36 

The fact that the gazetteers supported manifest destiny 

and its utilitarian characteristics is evident. Plains 

newspapermen, and others like them, viewed Catlin's image of 

the Plains as a nation's park, where wildlife and Native 

Americans could survive in an unmolested state, as an 

anathema, a hindrance to American progress. If Congress were 

to set aside land in the public domain for buffalo and 

wolves, that land should only be in places demonstrably 

unsuited for agriculture--a place like Yellowstone, which was 

too high and cold for cultivation. 

In the meantime as Great Plains boosters continued to 

fill prospective settlers' minds with visions of agricultural 

wealth and Congress was establishing National Parks in the 

mountainous states of the West, some men began to question 

36L. P. Brockett, Our Western Empire: or the New West 
Bevond the Mississippi (Columbus, OH: William Garretson & 
Co., 1881), 37-51. The "pseudo-scientist" that Brockett 
singled out as an example was a Mr. Landon who lectured and 
vrrote under the pseudonym of "Eli Perkins." Brockett 
included in his criticism of Perkins an article that Perkins 
wrote, "Let Emigrants Westward Look Out!," and published in 
both the Cincinnati Enguirer and the New York Sun in 1879. 
According to Emmons, "The Influence of Ideology on Changing 
Environmental Images," 133, Brockett was the "dean of the 
gazetteers." The other 5 gazetteers that Emmons considered, 
including Hayden, addressed only one or two of the prevailing 
concepts that Americans had about the Great Plains. Brockett 
spoke to almost all of those notions. 
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the grandiose promises that Plains advertisers were making. 

The criticism came from men such as General William B. Hazen 

and John Wesley Powell who worked for the very government 

that was attempting to open the Plains up to the settlers' 

plow. Consequently, Plains boosters, who were reaping large 

profits from the Homesteading Movement and from a Congress 

that supported manifest destiny, severely criticized Hazen 

and Powell. 

Despite the harsh criticism that they received, Hazen 

and Powell continued to disapprove of the grandiose images of 

the Plains. General William B. Hazen, who had served in the 

military for 14 years on the Plains, was very critical of the 

Plains boosters who advertised the region as being fit for 

cultivation. Hazen denounced the "popular theory" that 

rainfall followed cultivation and blamed it for the settlers' 

"dreadful suffering and . . . starvation."37 Furthermore, 

General Hazen reproached Elliott's tree planting experiment 

for creating the misleading perception that trees and crops 

could thrive in a region that received little water. Hazen 

based his criticism on the fact that none of Elliott's trees 

had survived the two year period from 1873 to 1875.38 

37smith, "Rain Follows the Plow," 185-6. Charles Dana 
Wilbur coined the phrase "Rain Follow the Plow" in 1879. 
Samuel Aughey, Professor of Natural Sciences at the 
University of Nebraska in 1871, was the chief proponent of 
the "Rain followed the Plow" theory. 

38william B. Hazen, "The Great Middle Region of the 
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Hazen also criticized the railroads for misrepresenting 

the lushness of the Plains and of exaggerating the railroad's 

progress across the region. He specifically called attention 

to railroad advertising. He noted that the railroad 

companies would plan excursions to the otherwise dry sections 

of the Plains during the "green months of May and June" for 

newspapermen, congressional delegations, and influential 

citizens. After viewing the Plains in its spring finery, 

newspapermen. Congressmen, and citizens became walking 

advertisements for the railroads. Another promotional tactic 

that the railroad companies used was to imply that the 

railroads had reached farther into the region than they 

actually had. Railroad advertisements indicated that 

settlement had followed the railroads onto the Plains when, 

in reality, the railroads and settlement had stopped short of 

United States, and Its Limited Space of Arable Lands," North 
American Review 120:246 (January, 1875): 17, 27, 7. Hazen 
noted that several species of trees succeeded on the Plains. 
These trees, however, were catalpa, box-elder, and honey-
locust and were of very little value to the farmer. Hazen 
called upon more than his 14 years experience on the Plains. 
He "supplemented" his report with accounts that Generals A.A. 
Humphreys, O.K. Warren, and William E. Reynolds made in their 
reconnaissances of the Plains. All three men belonged to the 
Army Corps of Engineers. Humphreys, in fact, was the Chief 
of the Engineer Corps. Hazen also mentioned Lt. George 
Wheeler who was conducting his surveys when Hazen was 
writing. 
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the advertised limits and promoted a false image of the Great 

Plains.39 

In criticizing Plains boosters, Hazen described the 

region stretching north from Texas to the Canadian border and 

west from the Mississippi River across the Rockies to 

California as "perfectly dry and dusty," even in the rainiest 

season; "from the 100th meridian to the Sierra Nevada 

Mountains, a distance of twelve hundred miles, there is not 

more than one acre to the hundred that has any appreciable 

value for agricultural purposes."40 The closest Hazen came 

to subscribing to Gilpin's pastoral vision of the Plains was 

in a letter from General Alfred Sully: "[T]he country might 

do for grazing, but cattle would be obliged to roam over 

large sections" and, in the same paragraph, "I would not 

recommend it as good country to settle in, and large portions 

of it can never be inhabited--not even by Indians."41 Thus, 

39ibid., 24-27. Hazen cited an article in the Nation. 
22 August 1872, as an example of the Northern Pacific 
Railroad's attempts to lure prospective settlers to the 
Plains. "Long trains of emigrants follow the track of the 
railroad surveyors and builders, so that the country is being 
thoroughly explored, and is filling up with a rapidity which 
is destined to increase into the largest population." Hazen 
pointed out that the Northern Pacific had just passed the Red 
River of the North and had entered into country that was 
unsuitable for cultivation. 

40ibid., 16, 22, 30. In this article, Hazen often 
quoted from climatologist Loren Blodget Climatology of the 
TTnited States (1857). 

4lLetter from General Alfred Sully to General William B. 
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Sully described a region that was more suited for animals 

than for human habitation—an area that resembled Catlin's 

potential "nation's park." 

Whether or not Congress read Hazen's article or listened 

to men such as Cyrus Thomas and other irrigationists remains 

to be seen. One thing is certain. Congress and the Plains 

boosters were unwilling to admit that the Great Plains region 

was "worthless." They continued to perpetuate the notion that 

the area was ready for conventional plow agriculture. Any 

thought that the land might be better suited for use as a 

national park or wildlife sanctuary was suppressed. In 

denying that the Plains and settlers might be better off if 

the region were maintained as part of the public domain, 

Congress continued to endorse the concept that "Man Conquers 

Nature." 

To that end. Congress, in 1877, enacted Tlje Desert Land 

Act providing "for the sale of desert lands in certain States 

and Territories." Congress defined "desert lands" as "all 

lands exclusive of timber lands and mineral lands which will 

not, without irrigation, produce some agricultural crop."42 

Hazen, dated June 18, 1874. Cited in Hazen, "The Great 
Middle Region of the United States," 31. 

42nesert Land Act. Statutes at Large. 19, sec. 1-3, 377 
(1877). This Desert Land Act applied especially to the 
states and territories of California, Oregon, Nevada, 
Washington, Idaho, Montana, Utah, Wyoming, Arizona, New 
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By the descriptions of the region that early explorers, such 

as Pike and Long, and boosters, such as Gregg and Gilpin 

used. Congress' definition fit the Plains perfectly. 

Homesteaders who filed claims under the act were not obliged 

to meet the law's requirements before selling or encumbering 

their land claims. Congress ignored the fact that there was 

not enough water on the High Plains and other arid regions of 

the West to allow successful irrigation. The cost and time 

in digging irrigation ditches also prohibited practical 

irrigation. In 1880, just three years after Congress 

enacted the Desert Land Act, the Land Commissioner declared 

the law a failure.43 private enterprise had failed to turn 

desert areas of the Great Plains into a garden. Therefore, 

in order for "Man to Conquer Nature" the federal government 

would need to bring water to the parched prairies. 

Mexico, and the Dakotas. The act had six provisions, the 
most important being that a settler could purchase for a down 
payment of 25 cents an acre one section of land (640 acres) 
if he would irrigate 160 acres of it within three years after 
filing. The settler paid the remaining dollar per acre after 
proving final compliance with the law.42 The Desert Land Act 
was flawed in that the government accepted the homesteader 
and "two or more credible witnesses" to swear that the land 
in question was actually "desert." 

43Robbins, Our Landed Heritage. 219. John T. Ganoe, 
"The Desert Land Act in Operation, 1877-1891" Agricultural 
History 11:2 (April, 1937): 142-57. 
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Great Plains. NPS letters of rejection to interested groups 

and individuals were polite and cordial, but the message was 

that the prairies did not measure up to NPS criteria. These 

letters often contained the two above cited quotes from 

Lane's letter to Mather, with the suggestion that the sites 

in question were not in the same class as Yellowstone, the 

Grand Canyon, or Sequoia national parks. Park Service 

officials noted that the proposed sites, such as the Texas 

Panhandle canyonlands, the Daniel Freeman homestead, or 

Thurston County, Nebraska, might be better served by state or 

local preservation efforts.70 

National Park Service officials never stated outright 

that the location of the "three inferior parks" on the Plains 

70Letter from Mrs. T.V. Reeves (Canyon, Texas) to 
Director, National Park Service, 28 April 1922; Letter from 
Arno B. Cammerer to Miss Elizabeth Hester, 11 September 1925; 
Cammerer to Mrs. I. N. Downs, 7 June 1926; Cammerer to Mr. 
S. P. Hale, 5 August 1927; Secretary of the Interior Hubert 
Work to Miss Elizabeth R. Councilman, 29 February 1928; 
Horace Albright to Mr. Elwood M. Peebles, 7 February 1931; 
Roger B. Toll to Mr. Frank A. Buker, 29 October 1932. NA, RG 
79, Central Classified Files, 1907-1949, Box 651. Mrs. T.V. 
Reeves wrote to the Park Service requesting information 
concerning movements that led to the creation of the various 
national parks. Mrs. Reeves believed that the Texas 
Panhandle canyons would be suitable for inclusion in the 
National Park System, if the canyons ever became public 
property. The Park Service sent Mrs. Reeves copies of the 
1920-21 Annual Reports with appropriate page references 
marked, and referred her to state parks movements. In all of 
their responses to questions concerning possible national 
park sites on the Great Plains, NPS officials always 
responded with comments relating to NPS standards of 
spectacular scenery and/or unique features. 
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was the problem. Instead NPS spokesman concentrated on the 

size and urban nature of the three parks and their lack of 

"spectacular" scenery. Two of the three Great Plains parks 

were unable to overcome the shortcomings listed above, mainly 

because there was little room for scenic growth and because 

the federal government was loath to purchase private lands by 

which the parks could expand. Wind Cave, which was not only 

located adjacent to national forests and a state park but 

also contained miles of unexplored caverns, offered the Park 

Service the best opportunity to expand the park without 

having to purchase an extensive amount of private property.71 

Also, Wind Cave was located far enough from an urban area 

that it could retain some semblance of wilderness, even 

7lNational Park Service, Statement for Management: Wind 
Cave National Park (Washington, DC: General Publishing 
Office, 1991), 8-10. Wind Cave National Park initially 
contained 10,532 acres. Since that time, the park has 
undergone three boundary expansions: 1,200 acres in 1931 
(plus 101 acres of land purchased from the McAdam Ranch); 
17,341 acres in 1946 (There was a total of 34,682 acres of 
marginal ranch land that the federal government obtained 
during the 1930s. The original plan was to turn this land 
into a Recreational Demonstration Area, and then cede the 
land to Custer State Park. The NPS, however, decided that 
including this area as part of Wind Cave National Park would 
create a park large enough to maintain big game animals. The 
NPS split the acreage with Custer State Park in order to 
avoid any controversy with those individuals who wanted the 
area incorporated into the state park.); and 232 acres in 
1978. Wind Cave National Park now contains 28,292.08 acres, 
all federally owned. 
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though the Cave lacked the spectacular scenery of a 

Yellowstone. 

The National Park Service today touts Wind Cave as two 

parks in one. Obviously one of the parks is the cave itself, 

with some 60 miles of explored passages, unique and 

significant crystalline formations, and unusual minerals. 

The other park is on the surface and "encompasses a fine 

representation of predominantly midgrass prairie interspersed 

with short and tall grasses, ponderosa pine woodlands, and 

riparian vegetation along stream bottoms."72 Buffalo, elk, 

deer, pronghorns, rabbits, prairie dogs, coyotes, and a 

variety of both eastern and western birds inhabit the surface 

park. 

Being on the Great Plains, and in the Black Hills of 

South Dakota, certainly has not hindered Wind Cave's 

reputation as a national park, especially after the NPS 

expanded the area that the site encompasses. In addition to 

that. Wind Cave is located in close proximity to fifteen 

other sites of popular interest, including Mount Rushmore 

National Memorial, Wounded Knee National Historical Landmark, 

Little Big Horn National Monument, Jewel Cave National 

Monument, Badlands National Park, Devils Tower National 

Monument, Scotts Bluff National Monument, and Agate Fossil 

72ibid., 5-6 
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Beds National Monument. All of these sites are on the Great 

Plains, and Congress created them after it had established 

Wind Cave National Park. 

During the early years of the National Park movement, 

Americans began to identify "wilderness" with the spectacular 

scenery that the "crown jewels" contained. The National Park 

Service reinforced that perception of "wilderness and worked 

to rid itself of those national parks, such as the three 

Great Plains parks, that did not meet NPS standards of 

monumentalism. Yet, of the "three inferior parks" on the 

Great Plains, the Park Service has divested itself only of 

Sullys Hill. Additionally, Congress enacted legislation that 

allowed NPS officials to circumvent its criteria of 

monumentalism and include sites of lesser stature in the 

National Park System. Many of those sites were located on 

the Great Plains. 



CHAPTER V 

SCIENCE, SCENERY, AND HISTORY: 

CHANGING PERCEPTIONS OF 

SCENIC LANDSCAPES 

Two of the three original national parks on the Great 

Plains failed to embody the "wilderness" concept or meet the 

"monumental" standards embraced by tradition and reinforced 

by the National Park Service. Despite Piatt's and Sullys 

Hill's failure to meet traditional perceptions and NPS 

standards, other areas on the Great Plains were destined to 

enter the National Park System, but for reasons other than 

spectacular scenery. By 1906, the American public was 

beginning comprehend the value of preserving prehistoric 

structures and other objects of historic or scientific 

interest. Moreover, by the 1930s, perceptions of what was 

"scenic" had expanded, and now included other topographical 

types wetlands, "badlands," and barren deserts. As new 

Plain's sites entered the National Park System, more often 

than not, they did so as national monuments rather than as 

National Parks. 

Congress, overwhelmed by the complex process of 

preservation, eased these preservation efforts when it passed 

the Antiquities Act of 1906. This act allowed the president 

170 
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to "declare by public proclamation historic landmarks, 

historic and prehistoric structures, and other objects of 

historic or scientific interest that are situated upon the 

lands owned or controlled by the Government of the United 

States to be national monuments."1 The Antiquities Act was, 

indeed, fortunate for those groups interested in preserving 

pieces of the Great Plains since several sites fell under the 

categories that the Act contained. 

Despite the advances in preserving national resources. 

Congress limited the president's power to commission a site 

as a national monument by confining the specific monument "to 

the smallest area compatible with the proper care and 

management of the objects to be protected."2 in restricting 

the size of a national monument. Congress insured that the 

government or private individuals, who owned land in the area 

surrounding a specific site, would retain control of the 

region.3 Once more legislators drew monument boundaries that 

conformed to economic concerns rather than ecological ones. 

lAntiauities Act. Statutes at Large. 34, sec.l, 225 
(1906). 

2lbid. 

3Hal Rothman, Preserving Different Pasts: The American 
Nationa1 Monuments (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1989), 47. Westerners were especially concerned that 
presidents might use the Antiquities Act to remove large 
areas of western land from the public domain, as earlier 
presidents had used the Forest Reserve Act of 1891 to create 
vast timbered areas. 
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In spite of these Congressional restrictions, a loophole 

was found in this legislation--a loophole which aided in the 

creation of more national monuments. One of the most 

beneficial omissions in the Antiquities Act of 1906 was that 

it failed to provide a definition for "scientific interest," 

and, as a result, presidents broadly construed that term to 

protect a variety of landscapes and natural resources.4 The 

government and the NPS, using "scientific interest" and the 

other categories for preservation that the Antiquities Act 

listed, created twelve national monuments on the Great Plains 

between 1906 and 1965. 

Presidents Theodore Roosevelt, William Howard Taft, and 

Woodrow Wilson commissioned three national monuments on the 

Great Plains before Congress passed the National Park Service 

Act of 1916. The first national monuments on the Great 

Plains reflected the government's desire to preserve 

landforms that were of "scientific interest": Devils Tower 

National Monument, Wyoming (1906), the first national 

monument, an 865-foot volcanic remnant; Jewel Cave National 

Monument, South Dakota (1908), originally under the 

jurisdiction of the Department of Agriculture, Forest Service 

administration, containing calcite crystal encrustations; and 

4Hal Rothman, "Second-Class Sites: National Monuments 
and the Growth of the National Park System," Environmental 
Review 10 (Spring, 1986): 46. 
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Capulin Volcano National Monument, New Mexico (1916), a 

geologically recent, inactive volcano.5 

The National Park Service also played a role in 

preserving sites on the Great Plains that were of 

"scientific" interest. Fossil Cycad National Monument, South 

Dakota (1922) contained several examples of 120 million year 

old formations of "petrified forests of cone-bearing . . . 

ancestors of present-day ferns and palms."6 The Badlands 

National Monument, South Dakota (1929) served as an example 

of water erosion and contained animal fossils of forty 

million years ago. Agate Fossil Beds National Monument, 

Nebraska (1965) included several well preserved mammal 

fossils from the Miocene Age. This prehistoric site provided 

scientists with much information relating to the evolution of 

mammals. The last national monument on the Great Plains that 

the NPS commissioned was Alibates Flint Quarries, Texas 

(1965) a prehistoric site that contained anthropological 

evidence that Native Americans used the agatized dolomite 

from the quarries to produce spear and arrow points, knives. 

5National Park Service, The National Parks: Index 1991 
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1991), 81, 68, 
and 5 5. 

6"The Fossil Cycad National Monument," Science 84 (23 
October 1936): 367-8. 
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scrapers, and other tools for more than 10,000 years before 

Columbus' arrival in the New World.7 

In addition to preserving areas that were of 

"scientific" interest, the National Park Service also 

commissioned several sites of "historic" significance to be 

established as national monuments on the Great Plains. 

Verendrye National Monument, North Dakota (1917), located on 

the banks of the upper Missouri River, commemorated the site 

where two Frenclimen, sons of a famous French explorer, camped 

during an expedition to the Rocky Mountains some 60 years 

before Lewis and Clark.8 Scotts Bluff National Monument, 

Nebraska (1919) was a landmark on the Oregon Trail which was 

highly valued by those emigrants crossing the Great Plains.9 

Congressional actions in 1933 and 1935 permitted the 

Park Service to increase scientific, geologic, and historic 

sites on the Great Plains. The first act was the 

Reorganization Act of 1933, which allowed presidents to 

restructure the executive branch. Using this act as a 

7National Park Service, Index 1991. 68, 52, 70. 

8National Park Service, Glimpses of Our National 
Monuments (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 
1930), 65. 

9There are two variations of the term "Scotts Bluff." 
"Scotts Bluff," divided into two words, designates the 
National Monument. "Scottsbluff," one word, refers to the 
Nebraska city located approximately 5 miles north and east of 
the monument. 
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foundation. President Franklin Roosevelt issued two executi^ 

orders authorizing the War Department and the Forest Service 

to turn over to the National Park Service the historic 

national battlefields, cemeteries, and monuments that each 

administered. In what one agency historian has called "the 

most significant event in the evolution of the National Park 

Service," the Park Service gained a "dozen predominantly 

natural areas in eight western states and the District of 

Columbia and 44 historical areas in the District and 18 

states, 13 of them east of the Mississippi."10 

Despite gaining these additional natural and historical 

sites as a result of reorganization. National Park Service 

presence on the Plains continued to lag behind the rest of 

the nation. The Park Service acquired Jewel Cave National 

Monument in the southern Black Hills of southwestern South 

Dakota from the Forest Service. In 1908, President Theodore 

Roosevelt proclaimed the cave, with its layers of calcite 

lOThomas Alan Sullivan, compiler. Proclamations and 
Orders Relating to the National Park Service to January 1. 
1945 (Washington, DC: GPO, 1947), 4-8; Barry Mackintosh, The 
National Parks: Shaping the System (Washington, DC: 
Government Printing Office, 1991), 24; John Ise, Our National 
Parks Policy: A Critical History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
Press, 1961), 352-3. Sullivan notes that the two Executive 
Orders were Number 6166 (10 June 1933) and Number 6228 (28 
June 1933). According to the National Parks: Index 1991. 7, 
FDR's executive orders actually transferred 63 national 
monuments and military sites to the NPS. 
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crystals and other rare geologic formations and its complex 

system of passageways, a national monument.H 

The only other site that the Park Service acquired on 

the Great Plains as a result of reorganization was the 

cemetery on the Little Bighorn battlefield where General 

George Custer and some 268 men of the 7th Cavalry died in 

1876. This transfer did not take place immediately, however, 

because of the site's designation. Ten years after the 

battle occurred. President Cleveland proclaimed a square mile 

of Custer Battlefield National Cemetery, Montana, to be the 

National Cemetery of Custer's Battlefield Reservation. As a 

"reservation," the battlefield remained under the 

administration of the War Department. In 1940, the War 

Department transferred the site to the Park Service. In 

1946, the "reservation" gained national monument status, and, 

in 1991, Congress renamed it the Little Bighorn National 

Monument.12 

llNational Park Service, Statement for Management: 
Jewel Cave National Monument (Washington, DC: GPO, 1991), 5. 
While scientists now consider the calcite crystals less rare 
than they previously did, the other geologic formations 
retain their uniqueness. More extensive exploration has 
indicated that the cave is one of the oldest in the world. 
With its 82 miles of passageways under less than two square 
miles of surface, it is the second longest cave in the United 
States and the fourth longest in the world. 

12National Park Service, Index 1991. 52; Mackintosh, 
cihaping the System. 32. 
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The Historic Sites Act of 1935 was the other 

Congressional action that allowed the NPS to expand its 

holdings on the Great Plains. Horace Albright began 

establishing national historical monuments early in his 

tenure as Park Service director. The NPS, however, rarely 

used the Antiquities Act of 1906 in designating sites for 

their historic interest. After reorganization and the 

increased responsibility for historical preservation, the 

Park Service was interested in creating a more solid legal 

base for its historical programs and in attaining greater 

federal funding for historic properties.13 

The Historic Sites Act helped in accomplishing the Park 

Service's goals. The act authorized the agency to survey 

those historic and archaeological sites and buildings and 

determine which ones had "exceptional value as commemorating 

or illustrating the history of the United States."14 This 

legislation also provided for an "Advisory Board on National 

13Mackintosh, Shaping the System. 49; Ise, Our National 
Park Policy. 344,357-9; Ronald A. Foresta, America's National 
Parks and Their Keepers (Washington, DC: Resources for the 
Future, 1984), 93, 130-36. Ise noted that Congress "showed a 
more generous disposition toward historic monuments than 
toward scenic parks and monuments." For Foresta, 
maintaining the historical sites was an "extramural" and 
"sacredotal function" that often created problems within the 
agency over park standards and manpower and resource 
utilization. 

14Hiĉ tQric Sites Act. Statutes at Large. 74, sec. 2, 666 
(1935); Mackintosh, Shaping the System. 49. 
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Parks, Historic Sites, Buildings, and Monuments," which 

assisted the NPS in fulfilling the historic survey section of 

the act.15 

The purpose of the Antiquities Act of 1906 and the 

Historic Sites Act of 1935 was to preserve sites that were of 

archaeological^ scientific, or historic interest. The two 

acts often had similar priorities and NPS personnel often 

confused the issue by referring to all sites within the 

System as "parks." It is, therefore, necessary to make some 

distinction between national historic sites, national 

historic parks, national monuments, and national parks. 

National historic sites generally commemorate a single 

historical feature, person, event, or activity that 

influenced American history. National historical sites 

include prehistoric and historic Native American 

archaeological sites, frontier military posts and/or 

battlefields, and presidential birthplaces and residences. 

National historic parks, on the other hand, are generally 

larger and more complex than national historic sites. 

National historic parks generally include several features 

beyond single properties or buildings.16 

15Historio Sites Act. Statutes at Large. 74, sec. 3, 668 
(1935); Mackintosh, Shaping the System. 49. The Advisory 
Board changed its name to "National Park System Advisory 
Board" in 1978. 

l6National Park Service, Index 1991. 7-8; National Park 
Service, Resource Topics for Parklands: Parks Etc. 
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National monuments are usually dedicated to preserving 

at least one nationally significant resource for scientific, 

archaeological, or historical purposes, rather than 

preserving large wilderness areas or ecosystems. This 

characteristic, of course, was what separated national 

monuments from national parks, which were large, natural 

expanses that encompassed a variety of wilderness and 

ecosystems.17 

Homestead National Monument, Nebraska (1936) containing 

the Daniel Freeman homestead, was the first homestead on the 

Great Plains filed under the Homestead Act of 1862. 

Pipestone National Monument, Minnesota (1937) contained the 

quarry where Native Americans obtained the red CatUnite 

stone that they used in making pipes for ceremonial purposes. 

Park Service officials had long questioned the inclusion 

and maintenance of two national monuments on the Great 

Plains: Fossil Cycad and Verendrye National Monuments. The 

NPS abolished both of these national monuments in 1956. As 

noted earlier, the Park Service commissioned Verendrye 

(Washington, DC: GPO, 1991), 1. There are 6 National 
Historic Sites (NHS) on the Great Plains: Fort Scott, Kansas 
NHS, Fort Larned, Kansas NHS, Bent's Old Fort, Colorado NHS, 
Fort Laramie, Wyoming NHS, Fort Union, North Dakota/Montana 
NHS, and Knife River Indian Villages, North Dakota NHS. 
There are no National Historic Parks on the Great Plains. 

17National Park Service, Index 1991. 7. 
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National Monument on the belief that two French explorers had 

camped in the vicinity during an expedition in 1742, some 60 

years before Lewis and Clark entered the area. When 

historical research failed to substantiate this claim, 

however, the NPS turned the site over to the North Dakota 

Historical Society for inclusion in the North Dakota State 

Park System.18 Abolishing Fossil Cycad National Monument 

proved to be more difficult than abolishing Verendrye. The 

NPS held Fossil Cycad National Monument in much the same 

contempt as they held Piatt National Park and Sullys Hill 

National Park, but as long as fossil cycads were present on 

the grounds, the NPS could do very little to dispose of this 

monument. Like Sullys Hill National Park, the NPS did 

nothing to develop Fossil Cycad as a national monument. With 

no supervisory personnel present, visitors to the site often 

carried off specimens of the fossilized plants. 

Consequently, the Park Service abolished Fossil Cycad 

National Monument in 1956 after determining that there were 

no viable cycads remaining on the monument's site.19 

18 Ise, Our National Parks Policy. 523. 

19Letter from Roger W. Toll to Dr. C. C. O'Hara, 
President, South Dakota School of Mines, 5 December 1929, 
Records of the National Park Service, Record Group 79, 
Records of Roger B. Toll, Box 9, National Archives, 
Washington, D.C. (hereafter given as NA, RG 79, Toll 
Records); Letter from Toll to E. D. Freeland, 
Superintendent, Wind Cave National Park, 18 February 193 3, 
NA, RG 79, Toll Records, Box 13; Letter from Freeland to 
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Of the twelve national monuments listed alDove, only nine 

retain their national monument status at this time. While 

Fossil Cycad and Verendrye lost their national monument 

status. Congress, in 1968, increased the size of Badlands 

National Monument to about 244,000 acres by adding some 

133,300 acres from the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation. Ten 

years later, in 1978, the NPS promoted the Badlands National 

Monument to national park status.20 

The White River Badlands, an area about 30 miles wide 

and 60 miles long between the Cheyenne and White Rivers in 

southwestern South Dakota, gets its name from two sources: 

the Sioux, who called the region "mako sika," meaning land 

Toll, 23 February 1933, NA, RG 79, Toll Records, Box 13; 
Letter from Toll to Cammerer, 17 June 1935, NA, RG 79, Toll 
Records, Box 9; News Release 2 December 1935, NA, RG 79, 
Toll Records, Box 9; Letter from Lawrence Merriam to Drury, 
29 May 1943 and 14 October 1944, Records of the National Park 
Service, Record Group 79, Records of Newton B. Drury, Box 20, 
National Archives, Washington, D.C. (hereafter given as NA, 
RG 79, Drury Records). Merriam's letter contained some 
comments from his father, John M. Merriam, who was the 
director of the Carnegie Institute, concerning Fossil Cycad's 
chief promoter. Dr. G. R. Wieland. The elder Merriam 
described Wieland as "a distinguished man, but . . . a crank, 
and it is sometimes necessary to discount his ideas and 
theories. He is along in years and probably is hoping to 
have a place open for him if a museum is set up at the 
monument." 

20jay Shuler, A Revelation Called THE BADLANDS: 
Rnilding a National Park. 1909-1939 (Interior, SD: Badlands 
National History Association, 1989), 35. 
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bad, and the French fur traders who changed "mako sika" into 

"les mauvaises terres a traverser" or "bad land to cross."21 

For the Sioux, "mako sika" indicated that the specific 

area lacked enough wildlife and fertile soil for the tribe's 

subsistence. Despite these barren descriptions, some grasses 

did thrive on the prairie floor that surrounded the grotesque 

spires and anomalies which provided the badlands with its 

distinctive topographical characteristics. Wildlife also 

existed in these "bad" lands. For years Sioux hunters 

tracked the now extinct Audubon mountain sheep in the 

badlands. In addition, the Sioux grew corn along the White 

River and its tributaries and hunted buffalo on the prairie 

that surrounded the badlands.22 

Moreover, the Sioux had no difficulty traveling through 

the badlands because they were keenly familiar with all the 

trails. The French, on the other hand, were not familiar 

with the trails. When the French contrasted the rich 

prairie, with its seemingly endless reaches of grasses and 

abundance of wildlife, against the barren, eroded clay 

spirals, steep canyons, gullies, and sharp ridges, one can 

easily understand why the French shortened the phrase "les 

21James W. Sheire, The Badlands: Historical Basic Data 
Study (Washington, DC: United States Department of the 
Interior, 1969), 9. 

22ibid., 9-10. 
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mauvaises terres a traverser" to "les mauvaises terres."23 

As Americans entered the region, they, too would refer to 

this "chaotic and spectacular" landscape as the "Badlands." 

Eventually, they would use the term in a generic sense to 

describe "all barren, severely-eroded" topography no matter 

where it existed.24 

The evolution of these "Badlands" from barren wasteland 

to national monument to national park reflected the changing 

perceptions of the public's and the National Park Service's 

attitude toward creating parks on the Great Plains. Prior to 

1887 the Badlands had been a part of the Sioux reservation. 

In that year. Congress passed the Dawes Severalty Act and 

hoped that the Sioux would quietly retire to their 160 acre 

allotments and assimilate to the white man's culture. As a 

result of this Congressional decree, the Badlands became a 

part of the public domain and would soon be made available to 

pioneers and settlers. 

President Benjamin Harrison opened the region to 

settlers by signing the Homestead Proclamation in 1890. 

Settlement in the area followed the traditional patterns that 

characterized the homesteading movement on the Great Plains. 

23ibid., 9; National Park Service, "Of Time and the 
Badlands," Badlands: Official Map and Guide (Washington, DC 
GPO, 1991), 1. 

24shuler, A Revelation Called THE BADLANDS. 2. 
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First, the territory was used primarily by ranchers, who 

grazed their cattle herds on the wild grasses growing in the 

region. In 1907, homesteaders flocked to the territory when 

the railroad completed the line connecting Pierre and 

Chamberlain in eastern South Dakota with Rapid City, South 

Dakota, in the. west. Agriculture in the Badlands was 

difficult at best, and followed the "boom-to-bust" cycle that 

characterized agricultural development in the West.25 The 

reality that the region could not support homesteaders and 

would remain a "bust," was apparent to South Dakota State 

Senator Peter Norbeck, who, visited the region in 1911. 

Although Norbeck's initial exposure to the Badlands was 

through written descriptions and pictures of the area, his 

visit convinced him of two things: first, that homesteaders 

"were settling on lands impossible for farming purposes," and 

second, that the region "should have from the very beginning 

been preserved as a National Park."26 

By the time Norbeck reached the U.S. Senate in 1921, 

Congress had still not acted favorably on the South Dakota 

legislature's resolutions. Congress' lack of positive action 

toward the Badlands National Park resolutions can be directly 

traced to National Park Service influence. The stark, arid, 

and barren landscape that the Badlands presented did not fit 

25sheire, The Badlands. 62-4. 

26shuler, A Revelation Called THE BADLANDS. 8-10 
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into the Park Service's definition of spectacular scenery. 

Norbeck, however, wanted the area turned into a national 

park, and, from 1922 to 1928, he regularly presented Congress 

with petitions to create a "Wonderland National Park" out of 

the Badlands region.27 

The National Park Service continued to oppose Norbeck's 

bills for a national park until 1928, when it agreed to 

include the region in the National Park System as a national 

monument.28 while it would be difficult in this treatise to 

trace the reasons why the NPS revamped its attitudes in 

regards to the Badlands, a short explanation follows. 

During the 1920s as Norbeck was working to establish a 

Badlands National Park, Mary Austin, John C. Van Dyke, 

Georgia O'Keeffe, and other members of the New Mexico art 

colony were drawing attention to the eroded desert landscapes 

27ibid., 17, 23. Norbeck and his South Dakota 
supporters worried that "Badlands" would prejudice Congress 
and future tourists and their money against the monument. 
Therefore, he used the "Wonderland" title in 1922, and 
"Teton" in 1928. 

28Arno B. Cammerer to Stephen T. Mather, 10 January 
1923, Records of the National Park Service, Record Group 79, 
Central Classified Files, Box 650, National Archives, 
Washington, D.C. (hereafter given as NA, RG 79, Central 
Classified Files). According to this letter, the National 
Park Service had been in contact with Norbeck in reference to 
creating a national monument out of the South Dakota Badlands 
instead of a national park. Cammerer stated that the NPS had 
reserved the area in recognition of pending legislation and 
that Norbeck was very pleased with the national monument 
proposal. 
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of the Southwest. Their literary and artistic works 

suggested that barren deserts had scenic value. 

Additionally, their expansive images triggered a new 

cognizance of the Plains, which enhanced appreciation for the 

grasslands and affected both the public and the bureaucrats 

who, in turn, broadened their vision of the Badlands and took 

legislative steps to insure its literal expansion. 

The initial legislation for the Badlands created a 

National Monument on a site of some 50,830 acres. 

Furthermore, Congress stipulated that the federal government 

would get, free of charge, the privately owned land within 

the monument's boundaries.29 This stipulation complicated 

the creation of the monument because a large portion of the 

proposed monument was situated on South Dakota school lands. 

To circumvent this problem, the federal government exchanged, 

with the state of South Dakota, federal lands temporarily 

withdrawn from settlement to replace the school lands in the 

monument. Increased bureaucratic red tape complicated these 

land exchanges, resulting in further delays. And so another 

ten years passed before the president could issue the 

29sheire, The Badlands. 74, 81-2; Teton National Park 
Act, statutes at Large. 45, sec. 1, 1553 (1929); Badlands 
National Monument Boundary Extension Act. Statutes at Large. 
49, 1979 (1936); National Park Service, Master Plan: 
Badland? National Monument. South Dakota Washington, EXT: 
Government Printing Office, 1973), 45-6. 
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proclamation that officially established the Badlands 

National Monument. 

In that decade, the proposed monument's size grew so 

that, when President Franklin Roosevelt officially 

established the monument, it comprised approximately 150,000 

acres.30 Thirty-nine years later, in 1978, Congress changed 

the site's status from Badlands National Monument to Badlands 

National Park and increased its size to 242,755 acres.31 

From its inception. Badlands National Monument soon to 

be Badlands National Park, contained enough area to ensure 

wilderness tracts. In 1976, the National Park Service 

designated approximately 64,250 acres in the monument as 

wilderness.32 while it currently supports bison, bighorn 

sheep, deer, pronghorns, coyotes, prairie dogs, and smaller 

30shuler, A Revelation Called THE BADLANDS. 30-1. 
Norbeck attempted to enlarge the monument's size by adding a 
rider to the 1936 amendment to the Taylor Grazing Act. In 
signing this amendment. President Roosevelt authorized 
increasing the size of the monument to 250,000 acres. 
President, Proclamation, "Badlands National Monument, 
Establishment Proclamation 2320," Federal Register (25 
January 1939) vol. 74, no. 1, p. 113; Even though Roosevelt 
signed the proclamation declaring the Badlands a national 
monument, the site has the distinction of being the first 
national monument created by an individual act of Congress 
and not by presidential use of the Antiquities Act. 
Mackintosh, shaping the System. 20-1. 

3lM^i-innal Parks and Recreation Act. Statutes at Large. 
92, sec. 611, 3521 (1978). 

32National Park Service, Index 1991. 68. 
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wildlife species, the site originally failed to be a 

representative sample of a Plains ecosystem. In order to 

compensate for the absence of certain "pre-pioneer" animals, 

the NPS has made deliberate efforts to reintroduce certain 

indigenous species, bison and the black footed ferret, into 

the area. The. National Park Service has also substituted 

Roc]cy Mountain sheep for the extinct Audubon mountain sheep. 

On the other hand, predators such as the Plains buffalo wolf 

and the grizzly bear will most probably never be deliberately 

reincorporated into this eco-system due to local agricultural 

prejudices.33 

Only one other "badlands" has achieved national park 

status. It is important, therefore, to define the two 

separate "badlands" park areas. The "badlands" discussed 

above are the White River Badlands or, as many NPS officials 

called them after 1928, the "Teton Badlands." The other 

major badlands site "straddles the Little Missouri River from 

south of Medora to the river's mouth . . . at Lake 

Sakakawea." As with the White River Badlands in South 

Dakota, the Sioux called the region "mako sika" and "Place-

33Barbara Pettinga & Tom Coffield, "Buffaloed at 
Badlands," National Parks 56 (March/April, 1982): 24-6; Todd 
Wilkinson, "Back to the Badlands," National Parks 68 
(November/December, 1994): 38-42; National Park Service, 
Natural Resource Management Plan: Badlands National Park 
(Washington, DC: GPO, 1984), sec. 3, p. 1. 
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where-the-hills-look-at-each-other."34 These "badlands," 

differed from the White River Badlands in that this region 

teemed with an array of wildlife: buffalo, elk, pronghorn, 

deer, Audubon mountain sheep, the plains wolf, the plains 

grizzly bear, and smaller game. For the French fur traders, 

the region was.another "les mauvaises terres a traverser." 

And, Brigadier-General Alfred Sully, after leading a military 

expedition into the area in 1864, characterized the region as 

"Hell with the fires out." Sully also described the Little 

Missouri Badlands as "grand, dismal, and majestic," when 

"[V]iewed in the distance at sunset . . . looked exactly 

like the ruins of an ancient city."35 

This was the area where Theodore Roosevelt had hunted 

buffalo during the summer of 1883 and where he established 

34Ray H. Mattison, "The Construction of the Northern 
Pacific Railroad and the Cantonment Badlands," Unpublished 
typed manuscript, July, 1950, NA, RG 79, Central Classified 
Files, Box 209. 

35National Park Service, Master Plan: Theodore 
Roosevelt National Memorial Park (Washington, DC: GPO, 
1973), 17; "Reports of Brigadier-General Alfred Sully, U.S. 
Army Commanding Northwestern Indian Expedition, " 13 August 
1864, published in The War of the Rebellion: A Compilation 
of the Official Records of the Union and Confederat Armies. 
Series I, Volume 49, Part 1-Reports (Washington, DC: GPO, 
1893), 145. Sully's description of this eroded landscape 
rests on the region's lignite coal deposits that caught fire 
and baked the overlying clays into a red brick-like material, 
which also lends the name "Burning Hills" to the area. 
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his ranching enterprise from 1884 until 1898.36 

Consequently, as early as 1920, North Dakota boosters began 

identifying the Little Missouri Badlands with Roosevelt's 

fourteen year cattle ranching venture in the state. Many 

North Dakota citizens believed that the National Park Service 

should establish a national park in the region to commemorate 

Roosevelt's ranching experiences in the West.37 

Other park supporters argued for a national park in 

North Dakota on three fronts: social equity, scenic 

wonderlands, and public health.38 strong opposition, 

however, from ranchers who valued the prime grazing lands 

along the Little Missouri River over tourist dollars defeated 

the park proponents on numerous occasions. Ironically, the 

ranchers found strong allies in the National Park Service. 

Entrapped by the old definitions of "scenic beauty," these 

NPS officials opposed the park because of its starkness.39 

36National Park Service, General Management 
Pian/Development Concept Plans: Theodore Roosevelt National 
Park (Washington, DC: GPO, 1987), 1; Henry A. Schoch, 
Theodore Roosevelt National Park: The Storv Behind the 
Scenery (Las Vegas, NV: KC Publications, 1974), 6-27. 

37David Harmon, At the Open Margin: The NPS's 
Administration of Theodore Roosevelt National Park (Medora, 
ND: Theodore Roosevelt Nature & History Association, 1986), 
2. 

38ibid., 3-4. 

39Roger W. Toll to Stephen T. Mather, 31 August 1928, 
NA, RG 79, Toll Records, Box 9. Toll listed the "proposed 
Roosevelt National Park" behind the "Teton (Badlands) area of 
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Despite this opposition, however, the ranchers and the NPS 

would eventually see a national park in the region.40 

Once again, economics ultimately determined the fate of 

this region, not North Dakota boosterism or ranchers' 

political maneuvers. As with the "Teton Badlands," 

homesteading in western North Dakota came late in the 

nineteenth or early in the twentieth Centuries. Most of the 

land was taken up with ranches, but, during the first decade 

of the twentieth century the population underwent an amazing 

increase, which continued until 1920, when farm prices 

collapsed. During the Great Depression of the 1930s, farmers 

either abandoned their homesteads as they saw their incomes 

decline, or tried to find buyers for their lands. Many 

people considered the land to be "submarginal" and would not 

buy it at any price, no matter how low. Thus, the task of 

South Dakota." In the same letter. Toll compared it to the 
"three inferior" parks, but stated that the Roosevelt area 
had potential as a national monument. Mather actually toured 
the region as a part of North Dakota Senator Gerald Nye's 
1928 investigating committee into potential Western national 
park sites. Letter from former NPS Director Horace Albright 
to Secretary of the Interior Julius A. Krug, 24 July 1946, 
NA, RG 79, Drury Records, Box 2. Albright noted Mather's 
visit and stated that Mather had been reluctant to recommend 
the region for national park status. Harmon, At the Open 
Margin. 12, stated that as a result of this tour, Mather and 
others in the NPS were willing to recommend national monument 
status. 

40Harmon, At the Open Margin. 5-6. 
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purchasing this "submarginal" land fell to the federal 

government. 

In 1934, President Franklin D. Roosevelt issued 

Executive Order 6910, which withdrew "all unreserved public 

lands in Arizona, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, North 

Dakota, Oregon, South Dakota, Utah, and Wyoming . . . for 

classification . . . providing for the conservation and 

development of natural resources." An addition to Executive 

Order 6910, Executive Order 6910-B, allocated $5 million to 

the "Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) to 

purchase submarginal lands in stricken agricultural 

districts."41 The Resettlement Administration then relocated 

those farmers and ranchers in the areas that the government 

acquired. The federal government used these marginal lands, 

which had little agricultural use but were valuable as state 

or local recreational sites, as Recreational Demonstration 

Areas (RDA). Of the eventual 46 projects in the RDA program, 

the Little Missouri River Badlands region was among the first 

that Congress commissioned.42 

41ciifford L. Lord, Joseph E. Vaughan, and Charles E. 
Baker, editors. Presidential Executive Orders. Numbered 1-
8030. Volume I--The List (New York: Hastings House, 
Publishers, 1944), 582. 

42ise, Our National Park Policy. 367-9; Conrad Wirth, 
Parks. Pplitics. and People (Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 1980), 177-8; Harmon, At the Open Margin. 8-13. Ise 
noted that Congress used the National Industrial Recovery Act 
of 1933 to authorize these RDA projects with the stipulation 
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The initial plan for the PDAs was that the federal 

agencies, such as the National Park Service, the Civilian 

Conservation Corps, and the Resettlement Administration, 

would help develop these RDA sites and then turn them over to 

the state or local government's for their administration.43 

With the Theodore Roosevelt RDA, there was too much land for 

the North Dakota State Historical Society to administer 

effectively. Therefore, the National Park Service assumed 

administration of the Theodore Roosevelt site, even though 

the NPS officials did not consider it as a part of the 

National Park System.44 

that the sites be turned over to the states and 
municipalities after their development as parks. The 
Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant Act also provided $50,000 for the 
Department of Agriculture to use in acquiring submarginal 
lands. The government transferred the submarginal land 
acquisition program, including the RDA projects, to the 
Resettlement Administration (Department of Agriculture) in 
1935; Harmon identified four types of RDA projects: 
highway rest areas, urban recreation and vacation areas, 
state park system extensions, and potential National Park 
System areas. The Theodore Roosevelt RDA actually consisted 
of two areas: the South Unit at Medora, North Dakota, and 
the North Unit near Watford City, North Dakota. Theodore 
Roosevelt's Elkhorn Ranch and Peaceful Valley Ranch were not 
included in the RDA. 

43ise, Our National Park Policy. 368; Harmon, At the 
Open Margin. 9. 

44Harmon, At the Open Margin. 9; Memorandum from Newton 
B. Drury to Harold L. Ickes, 15 March 1945, Records of the 
National Park Service, Record Group 79, Box 204, "Theodore 
Roosevelt National Park," National Archives, Kansas City. 
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The National Park Service's involvement with the Little 

Missouri Badlands outlasted the Theodore Roosevelt RDA. The 

government dismantled the Recreational Demonstration Area 

project in 1942, but President Franklin Roosevelt decided 

that the National Park Service should study the possibility 

of including the area in the national park system. From 1942 

until 1949, the NPS opposed including the area in the 

National Park System and worked to rid itself of this site.45 

If Senator Peter Norbeck was the motivating force behind 

the Badlands National Monument, Representative William Lemke 

was Norbeck's equivalent in the fight to create a Theodore 

Roosevelt National Park.46 Lemke's efforts to create a 

national park in western North Dakota began in 1944, when he 

45Harmon, At the Open Margin. 11, 19-21. Harmon noted 
that Roosevelt RDA was actually one of eleven recreation 
demonstration areas retained for possible inclusion in the 
National Park System. 

46Harmon, At the Ooen Margin. 11-12; Sheire, The 
Badlands, 81. Lemke, however, was not the first Congressman 
to suggest creating a national park in the North Dakota 
Badlands. In 1928, North Dakota Senator Gerald Nye, as the 
ranking minority member on the Public Lands and Surveys 
Committee (now the Interior and Insular Affairs Committee) 
and the Senate Subcommittee on Interior Appropriations, 
chaired a committee that investigated several potential 
national park sites in the West. One of those sites was in 
the Badlands area of North Dakota. Nye's committee 
recommended that the NPS consider the North Dakota Badlands 
for inclusion in the National Park System. Ironically, Nye's 
committee also visited the South Dakota Badlands and made a 
similar recommendation. Sheire confused South Dakota Senator 
Peter Nye with North Dakota's Gerald Nye. 
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induced the chairman of the House Public Lands Committee, 

Florida Congressman J. Hardin Peterson, to inspect the region 

as a possible national park site. Once Lemke convinced 

Peterson that the region had national park potential and that 

the House Public Lands Committee would consider legislation 

for a national, park in North Dakota, Lemke introduced 

enabling legislation for creating a national park from the 

South Unit of the former Theodore Roosevelt RDA.47 

Before Congress could consider Lemke's bill, the NPS 

attempted to foil Lemke by turning the region over to the 

Fish and Wildlife Service for use as a wildlife refuge. The 

NPS, however, was unable to stop Lemke's efforts. Congress 

authorized the Theodore Roosevelt National Park in 1946, only 

to have President Truman pocket-veto the bill because the 

park legislation, based on Theodore Roosevelt's association 

with the area, omitted Roosevelt's Elkhorn and Maltese Cross 

Ranch sites. Within three months after Truman's veto, the 

47Harmon, At the Ooen Margin. 13-14. Drury to Ickes, 15 
March 1945, Records of the National Park Service, Record 
Group 79, Box 204, "Theodore Roosevelt National Park," 
National Archives, Kansas City. In this memo, Drury stated 
that the Fish and Wildlife Service had "always envisioned the 
need for a major upland and big-game refuge in the trans-
Missouri River region of North Dakota" and that the Theodore 
"Roosevelt RDA [was] well suited for the purpose." Drury 
also attached to this memo a letter for Ickes approval and 
signature requesting President Truman to transfer Roosevelt 
RDA to the Fish and Wildlife Service. 
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region became the Theodore Roosevelt National Wildlife 

Refuge.48 

Lemke, however, remained undaunted, and, in 1947, 

introduced another resolution calling for a national park in 

the Little Missouri Badlands. This time, Lemke included the 

Elkhorn Ranch site in his bill. Again, the NPS and prominent 

conservationists opposed the bill. NPS officials were 

unable, however, to present a united front, a flaw that Lemke 

publicly exploited to his benefit.49 Finally, in 1947, the 

National Park Service offered a compromise: the South Unit 

(35,275 acres), including Roosevelt's Elkhorn Ranch, would 

become Theodore Roosevelt National Memorial Park, but the 

North Unit (26,351 acres), which contained the Northern RDA 

48 Harmon, At the Open Margin. 15. 

49carl P. Russell to Arno B. Cammerer, March 6, 1939, 
NA, RG 79, Central Classified Files, Box 2037. Although this 
memorandum was dated several years before Lemke's attempts to 
create the national park, it reveals that several branches of 
the National Park Service at different times provided both 
support and opposition to a national park in the Little 
Missouri River Badlands. The memorandum also noted that, on 
some occasions, the same individual took opposite stands. 
Lawrence Merriam to Newton Drury, 11 March 1945, NA, RG 79, 
Drury Records, Box 20. Merriam noted that the plan to make 
the Roosevelt RDA into a wildlife refuge could be settled to 
both the NPS and F&WS's satisfaction "[I]f we all get on the 
same band wagon." Merriam, who was the Regional Director of 
Region II, proclaimed that the NPS did not want the "area as 
a National Park or a National Monument." Merriam's 
reluctance to accept the area as part of the National Park 
System probably stemmed from the fact that his office would 
have ultimate responsibility for the site's administration. 
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region, would remain under the Fish and Wildlife Service's 

administration.50 This compromise was something that Lemke 

could tolerate--for a while. 

Lemke's acceptance of the South Unit compromise lasted 

until 1948, when he introduced two pieces of legislation that 

would enlarge the nation's only national memorial park: the 

first would add most of the old Theodore Roosevelt PDA's 

North Unit to the national memorial park; the second would 

redefine the Elkhorn Ranch's boundary and add the Little 

Missouri River's petrified forest formations (13,660 acres) 

to the South Unit.51 

Again, National Park Service officials opposed including 

the North Unit in the memorial park. Lemke, however, had 

learned from his earlier dealings with the Park Service and 

was able to overcome their dissent. With Congressional 

approval of the additions assured. Park Service opposition 

50Theodore Roosevelt National Memorial Park Act. 
Statutes at Large. 61, sec. 1, 52 (1947); Harmon, At the Open 
Margin. 19-30. "Theodore Roosevelt National Park Is Created 
in North Dakota Badlands," The North Coaster 17 (July-
August 1947): 4. The Northern Pacific Railway Company 
published The North Coaster. Memorandum from Howard Baker, 
Acting Regional Director, to Newton B. Drury, 15 September 
1947, NA, RG 79, Drury Records. Baker suggested that the 
National Park Service use the the North and South Units of 
Theodore Roosevelt National Memorial Park and the area 
between the two units for a Great Plains National Park. 

5lNational Park Service, General Management Plan: 
Theodorf^ Roosevelt National Park (1987), 5; Harmon, At the 
npp̂ n Margin. 22. 
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was mostly a formality. In addition to the earlier NPS 

association with the North Unit, the Fish and Wildlife 

Service had not paid much attention to that area, which 

helped to create the perception that the Park Service still 

maintained the site. In June 1948, Congress passed both of 

Lemke's bills,, thereby expanding the South Unit (48,93 5 

acres) and establishing the Elkhorn Ranch site (218 acres)52 

and the North Unit (22,511 acres) as a part of the Theodore 

Roosevelt National Memorial Park.53 Congress conferred 

actual national park status to the site in 1978 and, in the 

same act, designated 29,920 acres as wilderness. This act 

also reduced the park's size by 24 acres in the North Unit.54 

52Theodore Roosevelt National Memorial Park Amendment 
Act, Statutes at Large. 62, sec. 1, 352 (1948). 

53Theodore Roosevelt National Memorial Park Addition 
Act, Statues at Large. 62, sec. 1, 384 (1948); The 
legislation adding the North Unit to Theodore Roosevelt 
National Memorial Park included the North Unit's boundaries 
but not the total acreage. Harmon, At the Open Margin. 33, 
provides an unpublished chart "dating from around 1943" that 
gives the RDA acreage for the North Unit. The discrepancy 
between the RDA acreage and the North Unit's size at its 
establishment as part of the TRNMP resulted from Congress' 
exclusion of six sections in the northernmost part of the 
unit. These sections were set aside as "a perpetual right of 
way through the park" for stockmen to use in driving their 
cattle to and from the Northern Pacific Railroad. 

54Mat;ional Parks and Recreation Act. Statutes at Large. 
92, sec. 301 and 610, 3467-90 (1978); National Park Service, 
General Management Plan; Theodore Roosevelt National Park 
(1987), 7; Harmon, At the Open Margin. 22-6, 40-9; 
Mackintosh, Shaping the System. 90. The "Memorial Park" 
designation presented several administrative problems for the 
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As with Badlands National Park to the south, NPS 

officials had to reintroduce several species that the Anglo-

American settlers had either driven from the region or had 

hunted to extinction between 1880 and 1948. In addition to 

reintroducing wildlife such as bison (1956), elk (1985), and 

Rocky Mountain sheep (1956 - to replace the extinct Audubon 

mountain sheep), the Park Service had to restore the native 

grasses, which domestic livestock had badly overgrazed. Even 

with these restoration measures, Theodore Roosevelt National 

Park remains an incomplete biotic community according to pre-

1880 standards. Missing are the great predators--the gray 

wolf and the grizzly bear--and, for the most part, fire.55 

At the same time that Norbeck and Lemke were working to 

establish their respective badlands regions as national park 

National Park Service official who did not know whether to 
run the park as a historic or a natural area. Although the 
park was to be a memorial to Theodore Roosevelt, it was more 
suited for preservation as a natural area. 

55National Park Service, Statement for Management: 
Theodore Roosevelt National Park (1987), 11; Clayton B. 
Marlow, Lynn R. Irby, and Jack E. Norland, Optimum Carrying 
Capacity for Bison in Theodore Roosevelt National Park 
(Bozeman, MT: Montana State University, 1984), 1; Marlow, 
Irby, and Norland, Distribution. Movements. Habitat. Food 
Habits, and Associated Behavior of Reintroduced Elk in 
Theodore Roosevelt National Park. (Bozeman, MT: Montana 
State University, 1988), 1; Harmon, At the Open Margin. 173-
188, 163-66. Ironically, on Montana State University's bison 
report there is a drawing of a buffalo charging the now 
missing grizzly bear. 
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sites on the Northern Plains, Texas Congressman Marvin Jones, 

Senators Morris Sheppard and Tom Connally, historian J. 

Evetts Haley, and others were lobbying the NPS to consider 

Palo Duro Canyon, in the Texas Panhandle, as a national park 

on the Southern Plains. These men noted that this 800-foot 

deep, sixty-mile long chasm, where the headwaters of the 

southern Red River formed and then dissected the Llano 

Estacado, was of national park caliber. Yet, their opinions 

carried little weight with those NPS officials who remained 

wed to the philosophy of monumentalism that characterized 

Yellowstone and the Grand Canyon. And so, despite agency 

field assessments that described Palo Duro Canyon as having 

scenic, scientific, and historic features that qualified it 

for consideration as a national park or monument, the Park 

Service continued to deny the Southern Plains a national 

park.56 

In addition to considering Palo Duro Canyon's apparent 

lack of "monumental scenery," Park Service officials pointed 

out that national parks, historically, had been hewed from 

lands in the public domain. The federal government had no 

public lands in Texas. The state could not donate the area 

around Palo Duro Canyon as it was already under private 

56Dan Flores, Caprock Canyonlands: Journevs into the 
Heartlancji of the Southern Plains (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1990), 160-4. 
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ownership, and the NPS did not have the funds available to 

buy the 135,000 acres that it believed would be necessary for 

an adequate national park. Another factor that helped to 

influence the decision not to pursue Palo Duro Canyon as a 

national park site was that NPS officials viewed the Big Bend 

area of Texas as having greater national park potential. 

Additionally, the land surrounding the proposed Big Bend 

National Park was cheaper than the land around the Palo Duro 

Canyon location, which increased Big Bend's attractiveness.57 

In the early twentieth century, preserving sites for 

science's sake and a growing awareness that landscapes did 

not have to contain mountains, trees, or waterfalls to be 

scenic or spectacular gained a foothold in the American 

public's appreciation of nature. As wilderness areas began 

to shrink, Americans sought to preserve those areas along 

with their unique landforms and natural wonders. Initially, 

preservation focused on saving those aberrations that 

appeared in nature from spoliation by commercial interests or 

57Dan Flores and T. Blake Morris, "The Plains and the 
Parks: Palo Duro Canyon and a Failed Attempt at a "National 
Park of the Plains'." Unpublished manuscript, undated, 10; 
Draft, Letter from Roger W. Toll to Arno B. Cammerer, 
undated, NA, RG 79, Toll Records. In this handwritten draft. 
Toll listed seven areas that he visited in Texas that were 
suggested as possible national park sites. Toll rated Palo 
Duro third, behind Big Bend and Guadalupe Mountains. 
Following Palo Duro were the Davis Mountains, Frio Canyon, 
Padre Island, Palm Grove, and the Alamo. Toll's visits 
occurred during December, 1933 and January, 1934. 
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an uncaring public. Yet, while most Americans were concerned 

with preserving the spectacular wonders found in the 

mountains, other Americans were beginning to note that 

landscapes other than those typified by the mountain parks 

had a beauty and aesthetic value of their own. Thus, with 

the rise of ecology as a science and a growing knowledge of 

the interactive role of ecosystems in the natural world, the 

National Park Service began to change its management policies 

in order to better cope with the changing demands that 

society placed on both existing and proposed parks. 



CHAPTER VI 

MAINTAINING 

"VIGNETTES OF PRIMITIVE AMERICA" 

The Native Americans called it the "Red Buffalo" because 

it devoured the prairie grasses "like some elemental bison 

herd."l George Catlin, the first Anglo-American, to write 

about it described it as one "of the most beautiful scenes 

. . .to be witnessed in this country, and also . . . the most 

sublime" and as "hell . . . driven forward by the hurricanes, 

which often [swept] over the vast prairies."2 More recently, 

nature writer John Madson called it "one of the greatest 

horrors of prairie life."3 Prairie wildfire was what the 

Native Americans, Catlin, and Madson were describing, and it 

was as much a part of the grasslands ecosystem as the wind, 

the buffalo, the prairie dog and the grass, itself. 

Ijohn Madson, Tallgrass Prairie (Helena, MT: Falcon 
Press, 1994), 41. 

2George Catlin, Letters and Notes on the Manners. 
Customs, and Condition of the North American Indians, vol. II 
(London: Tosswill and Myers, 1841), 16-18. 

3John Madson, Where the Skv Began: T.and of the 
Tallgra^g Prairie (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1982), 
222. 
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Historically, fire in the North American grassland biome 

has played a major role in maintaining plant and wildlife 

communities. Naturally started by lightning or intentionally 

set by humans, fires were crucial to limiting the spread of 

forests onto the prairies and to sustaining grassy vegetation 

during its early successional stages of development.4 

Wildfire on the prairies did more than limit forest growth 

into the grasslands. Native Americans understood that more 

succulent and nutritious grasses grew after a fire had swept 

through an area and used that knowledge, in the form of 

controlled burning, to create lush pastures that would lure 

wildlife for the hunt. Prairie fires kept litter from 

accumulating on the soil surface, thereby allowing the soil 

to capture more solar radiation and increasing the soil 

temperatures. These actions, in turn, increased the plants' 

ability to absorb more moisture and nutrients. Spring 

burnings, which allowed for the most solar radiation capture, 

meant that warm season grasses could start growing earlier 

and produce more biomass. Prairie fires also enhanced the 

nutrients that plants needed for growth by increasing 

4Douglas A. Shown, "The Effects of Prescribe Burning on 
Bire and Small Mammal Communities in the Grasslands of Wind 
Cave National Park" (Unpublished Master's Thesis, Michigan 
Technical University, 1982), 1-3. 
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microbal activities in the soil and promoted flowering and 

seed production.5 

Pioneer settlers, as they moved onto the Plains, 

however, viewed prairie fires as a hazard to their crops, to 

their livestock, and to themselves and suppressed prairie 

fires as a matter of course. Their fire suppression 

measures, including controlled burning or plowing, without 

additional means of plant control allowed trees and other 

exotic plants to spread into the grasslands. Following this 

traditional view of fire, the National Park Service from its 

inception in 1916, adhered to a strict fire suppression 

policy. Park Service policy entailed extinguishing all park 

fires, natural or not, as soon as possible in the belief that 

the Service was protecting and preserving the parks in their 

natural state. In all of the national parks except those on 

the Great Plains this fire control program was in force until 

1968, when the NPS amended its agenda of total fire 

suppression to one of "fire management."6 Those national 

parks on the Plains did not see a fire management program 

5ibid., 11-20; Donald A. Becker, Thomas B. Bragg, David 
M. Sutherland, Vegetation Survey and Prairie Management Plan 
for Pipestone National Monument (Elkhorn, NE: Ecosystems 
Management, 1986), 88. 

6shown, "The Effects of Prescribed Burning on Bire and 
Small Mammal Communities," 3. 
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until 1970, when the NPS began to experiment with controlled 

burning at Homestead National Monument. 

The return of fire as a part of the grassland biotic 

community first occurred, fittingly, at the National Monument 

commemorating the Homestead Act of 1862 and the beginning of 

the prairie's demise. Additionally, Homestead National 

Monument was also the site of the National Park Service's 

first attempts at restoring the native prairie, mainly big 

bluestem (Andropooon gerardi) and little bluestem (A. 

scoparius), a project so successful that Iowa State 

University botanist Roger Q. Landers, Jr., in his 1975 survey 

of the Great Plains grasslands, stated that Homestead 

National Monument offered "the best example of prairie 

restoration," and that the restoration program was "a good 

example to follow."7 

Homestead National Monument's successful restoration 

project did, indeed, influence other NPS efforts to 

reestablish native prairies. At Pipestone National Monument, 

the Park Service had George Catlin's paintings and writings 

to use as guides in recreating the original setting. 

Photographs of Pipestone National Monument taken prior to 

7National Park Service, General Management Plan: 
Homestead National Monument of America (Washington, DC: GPO, 
1988), 7-8,; Roger Q. Landers, "Homestead National Monument," 
A Reppyt on the Status and Management of Native Prairie in 
National Parks and Monuments in the Midwest Region (Ames, lA: 
Iowa State University Press, 1975), 6-7. 
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1937 and compared with 1975 conditions at the monument 

indicated that grazing and trampling had compromised the 

Pipestone prairies that Catlin had sketched in 1836. Yet, 

the prairie grasses, with their native ability to resist fire 

and grazing, did fairly well on their own at resisting exotic 

invasions. The fact that the area surrounding the original 

monument (160 acres) had never been cultivated, most 

probably, prevented exotic plants from successfully invading 

the monument.8 

In 1957, the Park Service added eighty acres to the west 

side of the Pipestone monument. Within a short period of 

time non-native plants, such as brome grass (Bromus inermis). 

Kentucky bluegrass, Canada thistle, and sweet clover 

(Melilotus alba and M. officinalis), infested this land. 

While National Park Service officials at both Homestead and 

Pipestone replaced the NPS' outmoded policy of total fire 

suppression for a policy of prescribed burning in 1970 and 

1973, they also continued to use chemicals, such as 2,4-D and 

Banvel, to control unwanted and non-native plant species.9 

8Landers, "Pipestone National Monument," A Report on the 
Status and Management of Native Prairie in National Parks and 
Monuments in the Midwest Region. 1-4. 

9lbid.; National Park Service, Resource Management Plan 
and Environmental Assessment: Homestead National Monument 
(Washington, DC: GPO, 1989), 10-11; National Park Service, 
Resources Management Plan and Environmental Assessment: 
Pipestone National Monument (Washington, DC: GPO, 1989), 3, 
5. 
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Eventually, this chemical use would lead to environmental 

problems that would be much more serious than biome 

impurities. 

Controlled burning and chemical treatment were but two 

of the practices that the National Park System used in its 

attempts to manage the various biomes in the national parks. 

Since the 1970s, the NPS has attempted to preserve and 

restore both the wildlife and the natural habitats that 

create an entire ecosystem and to manage those systems 

accordingly. The early history of the National Park System's 

management program, however, failed to reflect such ambitious 

goals. Instead, the System's history was a record of the 

governments attempt to save the natural wonders and "safe" 

wildlife that existed in the national parks. 

When it created Yellowstone National Park in 1872, 

Congress charged the Secretary of the Interior with "the 

preservation from injury or spoliation, of all timber, 

mineral deposits, natural curiosities, or wonders within" the 

park, "and their retention in their natural condition." The 

Yellowstone Bill also ordered the Secretary to "provide 

against the wanton destruction," or capture, "of the fish 

and game found" in the park. While the Yellowstone Bill 

appeared to set forth an agenda for ecosystem protection and 
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management, such lofty concepts were beyond Congress's and 

the public's ken in the latter half of the nineteenth 

century. Initially, Congress's intent in protecting the 

"natural curiosities, or wonders within" the park was to 

protect them from privatization and commercial development. 

Yellowstone was first and foremost created as a "pleasuring 

ground for the benefit and enjoyment of the people."10 

Concerns over ecology and environmental management within the 

park(s) did not occur until the twentieth century. 

Furthermore, these environmental goals vacillated from decade 

to decade as the government's and the public's perceptions 

regarding environmental issues expanded due to burgeoning 

advances in science and management, as well as a ripening of 

environmental philosophy.H 

Congress, believing that Yellowstone should be self-

supporting, appropriated no funds for the park's management. 

Unlike contemporary park managers, N.P. Langford, the park's 

first superintendent, had no salary and no staff. In fact, 

he did not even live in the park for the first six years of 

its existence. Concerned about proper funding and the 

administration of park policies and regulations, Langford 

lOyellowstone National Park Act. Statutes at Large. 17, 
sec. 1, 32 (1872). 

llRoderick Nash, The Rights of Nature: A History of 
Environmental Ethics (Madison, WI: The University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1989),34-6, 98, 170. 
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repeatedly approached Congress for support. Frustrated by 

ongoing bureaucratic red tape and the lack of Congressional 

support, Langford returned to Minnesota where he served as a 

bank examiner. Langford's absence, coupled with the dearth 

of legislative protection, resulted in a poaching and 

souvenir-hunting trend that occurred on a scale so large that 

visitors to Yellowstone believed that the national park would 

not survive. Finally, in 1878, a concerned Congress 

appropriated funding for the administration of Yellowstone 

and hired a resident superintendent, P.W. Norris, to manage 

Yellowstone's natural resources and maintain the park in its 

"pristine condition."12 

Although a full-time resident superintendent and his 

staff monitored Yellowstone's natural resources, poaching and 

souvenir collecting continued within the park's boundaries. 

A stronger solution to the problem occurred when Congress, 

which had been reluctant to provide the Secretary of the 

Interior with the authority and the funds to administer the 

park, was willing to resort to the military for park 

protection.13 

12william C. Everhart, The National Park Service. 2nd 
edition (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1983), 9; Victor H. 
Cahalane, "The Evolution of Predator Control Policy in the 
National Parks," Journal of Wildlife Management 3 (July, 
1939): 229. 

13cahalane, "The Evolution of Predator Control Policy," 
229. Legitimate hunting did occur in the park. Norris and 
his staff killed wolves, cougars, and other carnivore for 
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Consequently, on August 17, 1886, the First United 

States Cavalry (Troop M) rode into Yellowstone. Their 

presence signaled the United States Army's thirty year reign 

as the caretaker of the nation's parks. Immediately upon 

arrival, the army, under the direction of Acting 

Superintendent., Captain F.A. Boutelle, began issuing and 

enforcing regulations that prohibited hunting, trapping, 

fishing, stock grazing, and defacing or removing the park's 

natural wonders. Despite military intervention, however, 

violators continued to deface the park. Unfortunately, the 

only penalties for violating these regulations was to eject 

the poachers and souvenir hunters from the park after 

confiscating their ill-gotten gains. This lenient 

punishment made it difficult for the military to completely 

eradicate pillaging in the park.14 

While it excelled in policing Yellowstone's vast 

expanse, the Army could not be everywhere at once. Problems 

with poaching continued to plague the park and its wildlife. 

Poachers and commercial hunters harried the wildlife almost 

self-protection and to protect food supplies or other 
personal possessions. In some cases the Yellowstone staff 
shot carnivores to keep them from killing game animals that 
might later become food for the staff. 

14ibid., 229-30; H. Duane Hampton, How the U.S. Calvary 
Saved Qnr National Parks (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1971), 3, 32-112. 
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to extinction. Thousands of elk, bighorn sheep, deer, moose, 

antelope and bison died solely for their hides, teeth, 

antlers, or to feed hotel guests. The most extreme example 

of this near annilation was the buffalo herd which had shrunk 

to less than one hundred animals by the 1890s. It soon 

became evident.that stricter laws carrying more severe 

penalties were needed to prevent the possible extinction of 

the buffalo and other wildlife within Yellowstone.15 

The military's most notable success in outlawing 

poaching came in 1894, eight years following the arrival of 

the First United States Cavalry. One of the First Cavalry's 

scouts and an army sergeant arrested Ed Howell, a poacher who 

had set out to exterminate an entire buffalo herd that was 

wintering in one of the meadows that existed in the park. On 

their way back to the guardhouse, the two men and their 

prisoner encountered the Yellowstone National Game 

Expedition, which was investigating the status of the park's 

wildlife. One of the expedition members was Emerson Hough, 

the author of The Covered Wagon and a popular outdoor writer. 

Before the two parties separated. Hough wrote an article 

about the incident and gave it to the soldiers to carry back 

to park headquarters. From park headquarters, the 

15R. Gerald Wright, Wildlife Research and Management in 
thfa National Parks (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 
1992), 4-6. 
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superintendent telegraphed Hough's dispatch to New York and 

the offices of George Bird Grinnell, the editor or Forest and 

Stream magazine.16 

Grinnell and several of his more powerful friends went 

to Washington, D.C, where they used Hough's article to 

influence Congress into passing the Lacey Act. This bill "To 

Protect the Birds and Animals in Yellowstone National Park," 

passed just thirteen days after Howell's arrest, was the 

first legislation that gave park officials the authority to 

arrest and prosecute poachers. Under the Lacey Act, poachers 

in Yellowstone could receive punishment of up to a $1,000 

fine and two years' imprisonment.17 

The Lacey Act provided the military with the means to 

protect Yellowstone's "game animal" population from poachers. 

Ideally, the act also served to protect less popular animals, 

such as predators from extinction. However, nineteenth 

century perceptions about the danger that predatory animals 

offered to other wildlife, and human life, challenged the 

letter, if not the spirit, of the law. The military's 

approach to wildlife management reflected the existing 

attitudes of the time: "good" animals, in terms of wildlife. 

16Hampton, How the U.S. Cavalry Saved Our National 
Parks. 121-23; Everhart, The National Park Service. 87; 
Wright, wildlife Research Management. 3. 

17Everhart, The National Park Service. 87; Lacev Act. 
,q̂ â ntes at Large. 28, sec. 1-5, 73 (1894). 
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were the ungulates and most of the waterfowl: the deer, elk, 

buffalo, antelope, bighorns, geese, and ducks. "Bad" animals 

were the predators that preyed on the good animals: the wolf, 

cougar, coyote. Bears that preyed on livestock were also 

bad, as were the pelicans that ate the trout in the 

Yellowstone River and its tributaries. Thus, many predatory 

animals were destroyed at the hands of the U.S. Army and 

other licensed hunters.18 

Furthermore, the Army used a variety of methods to 

eliminate the park's predatory population, including poison 

and traps. These two methods, however, resulted in side-

effect problems because they were non-selective. Valuable 

furbearers or "game" animals were killed just as easily as 

the predators. Consequently, complaints about this short

sighted policy led to the military's abandoning trapping and 

poisoning in favor of shooting the predators on sight. 

Although not as efficient as the other two methods, shooting 

predators replaced traps and poison as the most common means 

of exterminating unwanted carnivores. Park superintendents 

issued hunting licenses to scouts and specific soldiers. 

18cahalane, "The Evolution of Predator Control Policy," 
230-31; Everhart, The National Park Service. 47; Richard A. 
Bartlett, Nature's Yellowstone (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico Press, 1974), 55-72; Alston Chase, Plaving God in 
Yellowstone: The Destruction of America's First National 
Park (San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Publishers, 
1986), 15-23. 
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whose marksmanship and selectivity eliminated the flagrant 

abuses that unrestricted hunting privileges and poaching 

encouraged.19 still, hunting was efficient enough that 

wolves in Yellowstone had been eliminated possibly as early 

as 1926.20 

As Congress created other national parks and monuments, 

it wrote management provisions similar to Yellowstone's into 

those specific parks' enabling legislation. Yellowstone, 

therefore, became the proving ground for park management and 

provided the core philosophy behind the National Park 

System's early ecosystem preservation program. Despite these 

advances, it was not until 1916, that Congress created an 

agency to coordinate resource management operations and to 

preserve the ecological integrity of the national parks. 

Even with the establishment of this policing agency, several 

decades would pass before NPS natural resource management 

19cahalane, "The Evolution of Predator Control Policy," 
231-32. Cahalane cited two instances from one of 
Superintendent Norris' reports, in which Norris described 
eliminating two grizzly bears that were causing problems in 
the park. The first grizzly bear, having killed a saddle 
horse, died when park personnel fired an exploding shell into 
the bear's chest. The second grizzly had broken into a 
Yellowstone road camp. Park personnel used a pile of garbage 
as bait to attract the bear and then exploded a charge of 
dynamite planted in the garbage to kill this grizzly. 

20chase, Plaving God in Yellowstone. 126. 
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policies would evolve into a holistic program of ecosystem 

protection.21 

Although the National Park Service, an agency within the 

Department of the Interior, became the central administrative 

organization for the national parks, the military continued 

to enforce the law in Yellowstone and the other national 

parks until 1918. Yet, after Congress removed the Army from 

the parks and sent it to Europe during the final months of 

World War I, national park administrators adopted the 

military's command structure, with its line of authority, as 

the basis of their organizational hierarchy. The NPS also 

inherited twenty-two service men, who left the Army to form 

the nucleus of the park ranger service at Yellowstone. As 

the National Park System evolved, this small cadre of rangers 

transferred to other national parks and spread their 

21wright, Wildlife Research. 7. The National Park 
Service adopted the military's command structure based on a 
chain of command. The acting military superintendent, as the 
park's commandant, was responsible for all the decisions and 
actions that affected the park. These responsibilities 
included enforcing the Yellowstone Park Act's provisions and 
the rules and regulations that the Secretary of the Interior 
issued. Even today, Yellowstone serves as a model for the 
other parks in the National Park System. See Robert B. 
Keiter and Mark S. Boyce, eds.. The Greater Yellowstone 
Ecosystem: Redefining America's Wilderness Heritage (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1991), and John A. Baden and 
Donald Leal, eds., The Yellowstone Primer: Land and Resource 
Management in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem (San 
Francisco, CA: Pacific Research Institute for Public Policy, 
1990). 
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philosophy of park management throughout the National Park 

Service. The prevailing philosophy of the "wise use" of 

natural resources continued to influence National Park 

officials and the early rangers and their pre-1916 management 

policies.22 

The National Parks Act of 1916, which provided the 

National Park Service with its mission in protecting the 

national parks, reinforced those pre-1916 management 

concepts. The language of the National Parks Act, if not 

ambiguous in its approach to resource management, was 

contradictory at best. In section one of the Act, Congress 

ordered the NPS to "promote and regulate the use of . . . 

national parks, monuments, and reservations . . . to 

conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and 

the wild life therein, and to provide for the enjoyment of 

the same . . . as will leave them unimpaired for the 

enjoyment of future generations."23 For preservationists, 

"unimpaired" meant maintaining the parks in their pre-

Columbian state. 

22wright, Wildlife Research. 7. "Wise use" as applied 
in this chapter indicates the traditional meaning that 
conservationists such as Gifford Pinchot conveyed during the 
Progressive Era. It should not be confused with the current 
"Wise Use Movement," whose goal is to gut all environmental 
legislation passed during the last 30 years. 

23K[ational Park Service Act. Statutes at Large. 39, sec 
1, 535 (1916) . The emphasis on "impaired" is mine. 
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In sharp contrast to this "unimpaired" mandate, in 

section three of the Act, Congress allowed the Secretary of 

the Interior to "impair" the national parks. Thus, 

Congressional fiat empowered the Secretary of the Interior to 

"sell or dispose of timber in those cases where in his 

judgement the cutting of such timber [was] required in order 

to control the attacks of insects or diseases or otherwise 

conserve the scenery or the natural or historic objects" and 

"provide in his discretion for the destruction of such 

animals and of such plant life as may be detrimental to the 

use of said parks, monuments, or reservations."24 it was 

this clause that provided conservationists with the rationale 

for their arguments for the "wise use" of the parks' natural 

resources. 

These opposing philosophies of resource management 

surfaced in the late nineteenth century when Americans became 

concerned with the exploitation and depletion of the nation's 

natural resources, especially its forests. Initially the two 

groups were unified, but split when the preservationist 

faction began promoting the idea that nature should be left 

in its primitive, or undeveloped, state and should be valued 

for its aesthetic characteristics, rather than for its 

economic potential. Conservationists, on the other hand, 

24ibid., sec. 3, 535 
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argued that those natural resources having economic or 

utilitarian value should be developed and put to practical 

use.25 

National Park Service officials, therefore, had to 

resolve the conflict between the preservationists, who wanted 

to maintain the parks in their primitive state, and the 

conservationists, who wanted "practical utilization" of the 

parks' natural and cultural resources. Preserving sceneiry, 

natural and historic objects, and wildlife in an unimpaired 

state so that the public could enjoy those sights put the 

Park Service in an uncomfortable "Catch-22" position. This 

dualism was clearly established when the NPS had to impair 

portions of the scenery in order to provide for public 

enj oyment.2 6 

The man responsible for this fine balancing act was 

Stephen T. Mather, the first National Park Service Director. 

His leadership clearly illustrated this dichotomous stance in 

the Service's natural resource management policies. As a 

realist, Mather set the early tone for ecosystem protection 

and management. He believed that the most pragmatic way to 

protect and perpetuate the National Park System was to 

25Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind Third 
Edition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967), 129. 

26Garrett A. Smathers, Historical Overview of Resources 
Management and Planning in the National Park Service 
(Washington, DC: National Park Service, 1975), 2. 
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aggressively promote tourism in the parks. If it could 

effectively promote tourism in the national parks, the Park 

Service would guarantee Congressional funding and support for 

current and future parks. Mather, therefore, interpreted 

"unimpaired" to leave room for developing park resources that 

would attract tourists and still "fit" the natural scenery.27 

In order to promote tourism. National Park Service 

officials, with Mather's backing, advertised the parks as 

being instrumental to improving the public's mental and 

physical health and to helping the national economy. Park 

Service officials manipulated the natural environment within 

the parks to meet Mather's interpretation. The Park Service 

constructed roads, bridges, and buildings to meet tourist 

needs, while "preserving" the parks' harmony and scenic 

beauty. In the Western mountains, for example, "trapper" 

style log cabins, which reflected the fur trader era, became 

the quintessential ranger station.28 

27Richard West Sellars, "The Roots of National Park 
Management: Evolving Perceptions of the Park Service's 
Mandate" Journal of Forestjfv 90 (January, 1992) : 16; Sellars, 
"Manipulating Nature's Paradise: National Park Management 
Under Stephen T. Mather, 1916-1929" Montana: The Magazine of 
Western History 43 (Spring, 1993): 5. 

28sellars, "Manipulating Nature's Paradise," 4-6; 
Sellars, "The Roots of the National Park Service Management," 
16-17; Sellars, "Science or Scenery?" Wilderness 52 (Summer, 
1989): 29-33. 
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Park Service officials also directly interfered, and 

therefore, "impaired" the plant and animal life that existed 

within the park's boundaries. In manipulating the fauna 

within the national parks. National Park Service officials, 

under Mather's guidance, continued the pre-1916 policy of 

exterminating predators while preserving the herds of 

ungulate animals. By the 1920s, however, scientists, such as 

Joseph Grinnell, George Wright, Joseph Dixon, and E. Raymond 

Hall were becoming concerned over the Park Service's predator 

eradication program.29 when challenged on this issue. Park 

Service officials masked their extermination practices in 

conservation rhetoric. Mather, for example, in 1926, the 

same year that wolf extermination in Yellowstone was 

apparently completed, wrote "It is contrary to the policy of 

the Service to exterminate any species native to a park 

area."30 in 1931, Mather's successor, Horace Albright would 

reiterate his former boss' statement: "The National Park 

Service believes that predatory animals have a real place in 

nature, and that all animal life should be kept inviolate 

29Thomas R. Dunlap, Saving America's Wildlife: Ecology 
and the American Mind. 1850-1990 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1988), 49. 

30cahalane, "The Evolution of Predator Control Policy," 
234-35. 
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within the parks."31 yet, coyote killing continued in 

Yellowstone on a wholesale basis until fall, 1933. It would 

not be until November 1934 when predator control would 

require the Director's specific written approval.32 

As the National Park Service's extermination policy 

became public in the 1920s, organizations such as the Boone 

and Crockett Club, the American Society of Mammalogists, and 

the New York Zoological Society began to change their 

philosophies regarding the extermination of carnivores. In 

1929 and 193 0, these organizations inundated the National 

Park Service with petitions to modify its predator control 

practices and focus on major predators: wolves, cougars, and 

coyotes. Concerned with predator annihilation these 

organizations urged the Park Service to revise its policy of 

the "total eradication" of predators to one of limited 

control.33 

3lHorace Albright, "The National Park Service's Policy 
on Predatory Mammals," Journal of Mammalogy 12 (May, 1931): 
186. 

32ciifford C. Presnall, "Summary of The National Park 
Service Predator Policy," typescript copy, 1939, 2-3, in 
Records of the National Park Service, Record Group 79, 
Central Classified Files, Box 543, National Archives, 
Washington, D.C. A xerox copy of this document is in my 
possession. 

33Dunlap, Saving America's Wildlife. 48-61; Dunlap, "The 
Coyote Itself--Ecologists and the Value of Predators, 1900-
1972," F.nvironmental Review 7 (Spring, 1983): 55-61; Sellars, 
"Manipulating Nature's Paradise," 8; Cahalane, "The Evolution 
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In May 1931, Horace Albright, who had replaced Mather as 

the National Park Service Director, responded to those 

organizations with what would become official park service 

doctrine: the NPS would protect all animal life, including 

predators, within the national parks; the NPS would conduct 

no campaigns to exterminate predators within the national 

parks, except when those predators threatened to eradicate 

other species of animals; the NPS banned the use of traps or 

poisons to control predators in the national parks; and the 

NPS believed that North American mammals in the national 

parks should exist under natural conditions.34 gy this time, 

however, it was too late for the wolves of Yellowstone. 

Albright's statement did more than define official NPS 

policy. It indicated that a glimmer of understanding 

concerning the value of predators as a part of the natural 

ecosystem process was beginning to break through NPS dogma. 

Nascent holistic concerns in terms of ecosystem protection 

and management were appearing, at least in regards to 

predator-prey relationships.3 5 This holistic approach. 

of Predator Control Policy," 235; Presnall, "Summary of the 
National Park Service Predator Policy," passim. 

34Horace M. Albright, "The National Park Service's 
Policy on Predatory Mammals," 185-6. 

35Dunlap, "The Coyote Itself," 55-9; Dunlap, Saving 
Amf̂ ricas Wildlife. 70-97. 
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however, remained stilted for approximately the next three 

decades. In spite of the growing awareness, the Park 

Service's policies neglected to account for a total symbiotic 

community. While the NPS gave serious consideration in 

regards to animal-to-animal and plant-to-plant relationships, 

their policies- toward plant-to-animal and animal-to-plant 

relationships were narrow-minded.36 

One reason that the NPS failed to address the plant-to-

animal and animal-to-plant relationships was that natural 

scientists in the Park Service had little or no voice during 

the NPS' formative years. Maintaining scenery, such as 

mountains and forests, that appeared never to change required 

little scientific research. The National Park Service, 

therefore, failed to create a scientific research unit to 

provide information that would help in identifying, 

understanding, and maintaining the unique and fragile 

ecosystems that each park contained. Instead, the NPS 

utilized scientists from the Department of Agriculture's 

Biological Survey, Bureau of Fisheries, Bureau of Entomology, 

Bureau of Plant Industry, and Forest Service to conduct any 

research that concerned wildlife or plants in the national 

parks. These agencies, however, adhered to the "wise use" 

doctrines of the early conservationists who emphasized single 

36sellars, "Manipulating Nature's Paradise," 8 
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species protection while manipulating natural resources for 

continuous consumption of the whole. Their research 

reflected their beliefs in utilitarianism. Preserving a 

region just because it contained a fragile or unique 

ecosystem was a concept whose time had not yet arrived at the 

National Park Service.37 

The NPS' management of park grasslands during the early 

years clearly illustrated this limited awareness of 

preserving fragile ecosystems. While Park Service officials 

respected the grasslands for their utilitarian purpose, and 

therefore, as valuable rangeland, the NPS never perceived 

grasslands as part of a unique ecosystem to be preserved unto 

itself. Even though agency officials realized the importance 

of the predator-prey relationship in maintaining the natural 

balance, they continued to interfere with that relationship 

by perpetuating an artificial animal-to-plant relationship. 

Thus, the Park Service practiced "ranching" techniques solely 

to maintain the spectacular game animals such as bison, elk, 

deer, and antelope. During the winter, when heavy snows 

restricted the available pasturage, park rangers fed hay to 

37Letter from Olaus J. Murie to Newton B. Drury, 11 
January 1951, Records of the National Park Service, Record 
Group 79, Records of Newton B. Drury, Box 5, National 
Archives, Washington, D.C; Sellars, "Manipulating Nature's 
Paradise," 7; Sellars, "Science or Scenery?," 31; Horace M. 
Albright, "Research in the National Parks," The Scientific 
Monthly 28 (June, 1933): 483-501. 
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the animals rather than let them forage for themselves.38 

Assisting these animals in their quest for survival, however, 

created new problems for the National Park Service. 

An interesting dilemma emerged as a growing number of 

elk and bison threatened the existence of the beaver, 

pronghorn, whitetailed deer, and bighorn sheep that resided 

in the parks. In addition to driving the smaller animals 

from the parks, the elk and buffalo overgrazed the ranges to 

the point that their own existence was threatened. 

Initially, NPS officials refused to acknowledge this problem, 

even when respected wildlife scientists supplied concrete 

data that the elk and bison herds were growing too large to 

survive in the park. The Kaibab deer disaster at the Grand 

Canyon in 1923-1924, however, convinced the officials at 

Yellowstone that a similar incident had occurred with the elk 

in their park as early as the winter of 1919-1920.39 

Beginning in 1934, following extensive studies, the NPS 

38sellars, "Manipulating Nature's Paradise," 8-9. 

39Dunlap, Saving America's Wildlife. 65-70. In 1906, 
Congress made the Kaibab National Forest, on the North Rim of 
the Grand Canyon, a game preserve. Congress. Because of the 
federal government's "no hunting" policy and predator 
eradication program in the preserve, the deer herd there grew 
rapidly until the mid-1920s. Then the herd began to decline. 
Forest Service biologists confirmed that the absence of 
natural predators, which would normally keep the herd's 
growth in check, had allowed the deer herd to increase 
beyond the region's natural, vegetative carrying capacity. 
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finally began an ungulate reduction program that followed the 

Progessive Era's conservation principles of "wise use." 

Attempting to balance the pragmatic and utilitarian 

principles of the conservationists, a conscientious NPS 

shipped the surplus animals to zoos across the country. In 

some instances park officials slaughtered the surplus animals 

for market and gave the meat to Indian tribes living in the 

park's vicinity. The NPS was, therefore, able to "conserve" 

those resources that were healthy or "unimpaired" while 

utilizing in a practical manner those resources that were 

not. This heightened consideration for the useful 

consumption of wildlife reflected the NPS's growing awareness 

of the principles of ecology, while adhering to its policy of 

single species preservation.40 

Paradoxically, as the National Parks grew and as the NPS 

expanded its view of utilitarian conservation towards a more 

preservationists outlook, the pure and pristine principles of 

the preservationists continued to be challenged in order to 

make way for the publics' appreciation of nature. 

Compromises were always being made in order to fit the 

public, safely, into the natural habitat of each national 

park. For instance, the public and the National Park Service 

saw large ungulates, especially the buffalo, as a part of 

40chase, Plaving God in Yellowstone. 17-30; Sellars, 
"Manipulating Nature's Paradise," 9. 
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America's wilderness heritage that needed to be preserved. 

For many Americans, the buffalo embodied the western 

experience and the virtues of pioneer life.41 in addition to 

symbolizing the West, buffalo, and other large and highly 

visible ungulates, appealed to the public and the NPS because 

of the sense of pastoral tranquility they created as they 

grazed in the forests and meadows found in the national 

parks. These bucolic activities, backdropped by towering 

mountains or deep canyons, did not offend park patrons as 

much as a flesh-eating predator tearing at the bloody remains 

of its kill. National Park Service personnel, therefore, 

concentrated more on maintaining scenery that represented a 

"facade of nature" rather than nature "unimpared."42 

Consequently, the dichotomous philosophical struggle between 

conservationists and preservationists appeared to be never 

ending. 

Early attempts at preserving "unimpaired" ecosystems 

took a secondary role during the formative years of America's 

national park policy and administration. Initially, NPS 

energies were consumed by Mather's aggressive advertising 

campaign, which presented the national parks as "must see" 

tourist and recreation sites. Yet, increased tourism also 

4lDunlap, Saving America's Wildlife. 6-8. 

42sellars, "Manipulating Nature's Paradise," 6-8 
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brought a new set of challenges to park administrators. The 

National Park Service's concern for public comfort along with 

public safety did not lesson, but rather, intensified as the 

NPS expanded its fire prevention awareness programs to 

include advertisements, billboards, and other educational 

formats. Thus, the majority of the managerial problems 

addressed in these early years, obviously centered around the 

comfort and safety of its ever expanding public. By the 

1930s, however, the National Park Service was stable enough 

to shift its focus. Consequently, scientific research 

programs aimed at preserving and conserving the scenic 

wonders within the parks emerged and expanded. 

The man who first suggested applying the science of 

ecology to preserving natural conditions in the national 

parks was Charles C. Adams. Adams, who was an ecologist from 

Syracuse University, began his studies at Isle Royal in 1905. 

By the 1920s, he was conducting research projects at 

Yellowstone. Adams' research produced several new managerial 

recommendations for the Park Service. He believed that the 

NPS needed to adopt an expanded approach to its preservation 

policies. Adams contended that the national parks were not 

set aside for recreation purposes alone, but also, to serve a 

"higher use" through education and science. Adams, 

therefore, suggested that the NPS conduct physical and 

natural history surveys of the national parks, complete with 
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"detailed and photographic records of the status and 

condition" of each park.43 

Additionally, Adams, in 1925, was the first to propose 

that the National Park Service include the philosophies of 

the newly emerging field of ecology in preserving plants and 

animals in their "near primeval conditions." After studying 

the Park Service's policies relating to flora, fauna, fish 

and fire, he recommended that the NPS "develop an ecological 

understanding of its natural resources."44 Adams pointed 

out that the National Park Service had yet to include trained 

ecologists on the staffs of any of the national parks. The 

best that the Park Service had done was to provide rangers 

who served as naturalists or as guides. Their primary goal 

was to give educational talks to the tourists, not do 

technical research related to ecological relationships.45 

Adam's recommendations, however, fell on deaf ears. 

During the Mather era, natural resource management continued 

to focus on promoting those aesthetic scenic wonders, 

including wildlife, that attracted tourists and tourist 

dollars. Thus, despite the fact that several of the National 

43Dr. Charles C. Adams, "Ecological Conditions in 
National Forests and National Parks" The Scientific Monthly 
20 (June, 1925): 565-70; Wright, Wildlife Research. 12; 
Sellars, "Manipulating Nature's Paradise," 11. 

44sellars, "Manipulating Nature's Paradise," 11. 

45Adams, "Ecological Conditions," 567-68. 
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Park System's naturalists were trained biologists, park 

superintendents ignored or downplayed the contributions that 

these men provided in park research and resource management. 

Park managers, instead, viewed the naturalists' role as one 

of educating the visitors.46 

As visitors to the national parks were being educated 

about the parks, advances in the world of science, especially 

those in the natural sciences, awakened the scientific 

community to the idea that scenery, wildlife, plant life, and 

natural objects comprised a vast, interrelated ecological 

complex. Consequently, the NPS recognized that the parks 

needed scientific research programs that would not only 

answer the questions that these interrelated ecological 

systems presented, but also would afford some guidance in the 

effective park management thereof. George Wright, an 

independently wealthy Park Service biologist, provided the 

impetus for such a scientific research program.47 

In 1929, Wright, a University of California, Berkeley 

graduate and former student of eminent biologist Joseph B. 

Grinnell, was involved in doing field studies as a park 

naturalist at Yosemite National Park. Because Wright was 

concerned about the ecological deterioration that he had 

46wright, Wildlife Research. 12-14; Sellars, 
"Manipulating Nature's Paradise," 11-12. 

47sellars, "Science or Scenery?", 31. 
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observed at Yosemite, he took a two-year leave of absence 

from the Park Service in order to conduct an inventory of all 

the wildlife in the national parks. Wright hired, and paid 

out of his own pocket, Joseph Dixon, a noted field biologist, 

and Ben Thompson, a recent graduate, to assist him in his 

work. Their first report, published in 1933, was Fauna of 

the National Parks of the United States: A Preliminary 

Survey of Faunal Relations in the National Parks or Fauna 

1.48 

Wright's stated goals in Fauna 1 were threefold: to 

call attention to the Park Service's need for a well-defined 

wildlife protection program; to assist park superintendents 

who were confronted with urgent wildlife problems; and to 

provide the NPS with information describing the existing 

wildlife status in the parks, assessing the unsatisfactory 

conditions, and outlining an ecologically sound wildlife 

management plan. The authors examined three major types of 

problems that wildlife faced and made twenty suggestions 

relating to the National Park Service's wildlife management 

policy. In making their proposals, Wright, Dixon, and 

48Smathers, Historical Overview of Resources Management 
Planning. 4-5; Wright, Wildlife Research. 12-14; George M. 
Wright, Joseph E. Dixon, and Ben H. Thompson, Fauna of the 
National Parks of the United States: A Preliminary Survey of 
Faunal Rp̂ lations in National Parks (Washington, DC: GPO, 
1933), 5. George Wright listed himself as a "scientific aide 
in the National Park Service," Dixon as an "economic 
mammalogist," and Thompson as a "research associate." 
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Thompson reinforced the basic creed that had influenced park 

management since Yellowstone's inception sixty-one years 

earlier: the national parks' function was to "preserve flora 

and fauna in the primitive state and, at the same time, to 

provide the people with maximum opportunity for the 

observation thereof."49 ^ost Americans interpreted 

"primitive state" to mean "pre-Columbian state," a cultural 

construct, that failed to include the Native American 

presence.50 

Fauna 1. published two years after Albright issued his 

statement on predator control, served as the "working bible" 

for Park Service personnel until it went out of print after 

World War II. This document, which reinforced Albright's 

1931 statement, consisted of several "firsts": it was the 

first National Park Service-generated document to define a 

clear rationale for managing natural resources in the 

national parks; it was the first report to recognize the 

fallacy of single-species management; it was the first report 

49wright, Dixon, and Thompson, Fauna of the National 
Parks. 147-48. The three wildlife problems that the authors 
described were "adverse early influences"(23-36); "failure of 
parks as independent biological units"(37-52); and "conflict 
between man and animal"(53-84). The authors divided wildlife 
management policies into four areas: faunal areas and 
boundaries; faunal management; fauna and tourists; and faunal 
research. 

50chase, Plaving God in Yellowstone. 29, 33-5, 45-6, 
334-7. 
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to recommend actions in an ecosystem framework that 

recognized the role that natural processes played in 

achieving the Park Service's goals of wildlife management.51 

Wright's studies had other results. Fauna 1 and its 

sister document. Fauna 2 (1935), did more than reinforce the 

National Park Service's mandate. These two documents, which 

evolved from "working bible" status to that of formal 

"standard operating procedure," laid the groundwork for the 

ecosystem preservation policies that the NPS would initiate 

in future parks, and served as the basis for further 

scientific research within the National Park System.52 

Wright's work was so influential that, in 1932, the National 

Park Service created a Wildlife Division within the Branch of 

Research and Education, with Wright serving as the new 

division's first chief.^3 

51wright, Wildlife Research. 40. 

52"Fauna 2" is formally known as Fauna of the National 
Parks of the United States: Wildlife Management in the 
National Parks (Washington, DC: GPO, 1935); Albright, 
"Research in the National Parks," 483-501. Dixon was not a 
part of this work, which consists of two parts: articles and 
presentations that Wright and Thompson had presented or 
published elsewhere, and suggested actions that the national 
parks should initiate to reintroduce extirpated species into 
their former habitats. Albright, then the Director of the 
National Park Service, spoke highly of conducting scientific 
research projects in the national parks. 

53Smathers, Historical Overview of Resources Management 
Planning in the National Park Service. 5. 
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As work within the Wildlife Division progressed. Park 

Service officials began to develop a greater appreciation for 

ecosystems and ecosystem protection. During the 1930s the 

NPS, influenced by the findings of Wright and other 

scientists, added new types of parks to the system because 

these parks contained unique biological resources. The most 

acclaimed example of this move toward ecosystem protection 

was the Everglades National Park, with its extensive fresh-

and salt-water areas, mangrove forests, open prairies, and 

colonial nesting birds.54 

Consequently, the duties of the Wildlife Division 

expanded as the concerns for ecosystem protection grew. With 

scientific acuity the division planned, reviewed, and 

conducted biological research. Wright's bureau supervised 

park resource management programs in relation to maintaining 

the fragile ecosystems existing within the parks. In 

fulfilling this function, Wright required that Wildlife 

Division biologists review Civilian Conservation Corps 

management and development programs if those projects 

involved wildlife or wildlife habitats. Agency biologists, 

in their review, had to assess the environmental impact that 

the CCC projects would have. The Wildlife Division also had 

54ibid.; Wright, Wildlife Research. 15. Other parks 
created to preserve specific biological resources were Great 
Smokey Mountains (climax deciduous forest), Isle Royal 
(moose), and Olympic (Roosevelt elk). 
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priority in approving landscape architecture or engineering 

projects.55 

Although the Wildlife Division could veto CCC projects 

that adversely affected the environment, the two agencies did 

cooperate. By the time of Wright's 1936 death in an 

automobile accident, the Wildlife Division employed twenty-

three CCC wildlife technicians either in the parks or at 

regional headquarters. The Civilian Conservation Corps also 

provided the labor that the NPS needed for wildlife habitat 

restoration. In addition to furnishing labor for NPS 

projects, the CCC funded those projects. By the end of the 

Great Depression, the CCC had financed approximately sixty-

seven percent of the National Park Service's annual 

expenditures.56 

As George Wright was conducting his wildlife surveys and 

establishing the Wildlife Division, men outside the National 

Park Service were, concurrently, beginning to find audiences 

that were responsive to biological research and ecosystem 

55wright, Wildlife Research. 16; John C. Paige, The 
Civilian Conservation Corps and the National Park Service. 
1933-1942: An Administrative History (Washington, DC: GPO, 
1985), 104; Smathers, Historical Overview of Resources 
Management Planning in the National Park Service. 5. 

56paige, The Civilian Conservation Corps and the 
National Park Service. 17-18. George Wright and Yellowstone 
Park Superintendent Roger Toll died in February 1936 in a 
freak auto accident while touring Big Bend National Park. 
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protection within federally administered lands. Prominent 

among these individuals was ecologist Victor Shelford who had 

been conducting studies on animal behavior in the prairies 

since 1915. His research led to two interrelated conclusions 

that he published in the 1930s: that the National Park 

Service should, work to preserve biotic communities whenever 

and wherever possible, and that one of those biotic 

communities should be a representative area of the Great 

Plains of approximately one million acres.57 

National Park Service officials endorsed both of these 

conclusions, and, following Shelford's suggestions, created 

twenty-eight research reserves in ten national parks between 

1933 and 1940. The Park Service, however, failed to locate 

any of these twenty-eight research reserves in the existing 

Great Plains national parks, nor did it create a national 

park of any size on the Plains to preserve, expressly. Plains 

biotic communities.58 

57victor E. Shelford, "Preservation of Natural Biotic 
Communities," Ecology 14 (April, 1933): 240-45. 

58ibid.; Shelford, "Conservation Versus Preservation," 
Science 77 (2 June 1933): 535; Shelford, "List of Reserves 
That May Serve as Nature Sanctuaries of National and 
International Importance in Canada, the United States, and 
Mexico," Ecology 22 (January, 1941): 100-110; S.C. Kendeigh, 
"Research Areas in the National Parks," Ecology 23 (April, 
1942): 236-38. The research areas were located in the 
following national parks (the number of research areas in 
each park is in parenthesis): Glacier (4), Grand Canyon (1), 
Great Smokey Mountains (4), Lassen Volcano (4) Mount Rainier 
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If Shelford offered the scientific rationale for 

ecosystem protection, the famous biologist/philosopher Aldo 

Leopold provided the philosophical arguments. As a young man 

fresh out of Yale forestry school, Leopold worked for the 

U.S. Forest Service from 1909 to 1928. During 1916 and 1917, 

while working as a recreational planner in the Forest 

Service's Southwestern District, Leopold began to realize 

that commercial development had a negative impact on open, 

natural land. In 1921, he petitioned the government to set 

aside 500,000 acres in the Gila National Forest for 

wilderness preservation. Leopold's initial argument was that 

it was wrong to think of the "wise use" of natural resources 

only in terms of industrial development. For those lands 

that defied commercial development, "wilderness" was the 

highest use. By 1923, his writings demonstrated his growing 

awareness of the importance of ecological relationships. 

During these years, however, Leopold spoke of wilderness 

preservation and ecological relationships in a manner that 

echoed the Progressive Era doctrine of practical 

utilization.^9 

(2), Rocky Mountain (1), Sequoia (4), Yellowstone (3), 
Yosemite (4), and Zion (2). 

59susan Flader, Thinking Like a Mountain: Aldo Leopold 
and the Evolution of on Ecological Attitude toward Deer. 
Wolves, ^nd Forests (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
1974), 7-16; Aldo Leopold, "The Wilderness and Its Place in 
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Leopold's utilitarian beliefs about ecosystem protection 

did not remain static, and he gradually moved away from the 

early conservationist "wise use" philosophy. In 1933, 

Leopold assumed a professorship in game management with the 

University of Wisconsin's Department of Agricultural 

Economics. At. the same time that Leopold was teaching 

conservation according to traditional dogma, wildlife 

biologists, such as C.C. Adams, Joseph Dixon, and Adolph and 

Olaus Murie, were advocating and proving that predators such 

as coyotes and wolves had value in maintaining ecological 

relationships. Leopold's own failures in establishing 

programs that successfully controlled wildlife populations 

led him to more extended studies in ecological 

relationships.60 By 1939, Leopold had come to realize that 

Forest Recreational Policy," Journal of Forestry 29 (1921): 
718-21. 

60Flader, Thinking Like a Mountain. 28-9. Flader lists 
three events that occurred in 1935 that led to the 
fundamental change in Leopold's ecological thinking: his 
joining with Robert Marshall to establish the Wilderness 
Society; his purchase of an abandoned, worn-out farm on the 
Wisconsin River, the setting for many of the essays in A Sand 
County Almanac; and his three month tour of Germany, where he 
saw "aesthetic and ecological costs of that . . . artificial, 
carefully controlled approach to resource management." J. 
Douglas Wellsman, Wildland Recreation Policy: An 
Introduction (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1987), 139; 
Donald Worster, Nature's Economy (San Francisco: Sierra Club 
Books, 1977), 274-290. 
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an evolutionary relationship, a "biotic pyramid," existed 

between ecological diversity and the self-renewing capacity 

of the land organism. Leopold's writings reflected his 

evolving understanding of the relationship between ecological 

systems.61 His essays, "Thinking Like a Mountain" and "The 

Land Ethic," which were published as a part of A Sand County 

Almanac a year after his death in 1949, revealed his complete 

rejection of his earlier utilitarian stance and provided the 

rationale for future attempts at ecosystem protection: "A 

thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, 

stability and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong 

when it tends otherwise."62 

Despite the contributions that scientists and 

philosophers outside the Park Service made to understanding 

and managing the national parks' natural resources. Fauna 1 

dominated NPS management policies for nearly thirty years. 

The problem with Fauna 1 and the Fauna series that followed 

it was that these works all concentrated on wildlife 

relationships and ignored floral relationships. Park Service 

officials management policies for forests and grasslands 

revolved around preventing forest fires, exotic invasions. 

6lAldo Leopold, "A Biotic View of Land," Journal of 
Forestry 37 (September, 1939): 727-30. 

62Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac and Sketches Here 
and There (New York: Oxford University Press, 1949), 224-25, 
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overgrazing, and insect or fungal infestations. Very few 

Park Service officials recognized or attended to the other 

aspects of plant ecology, or plant-animal relationships. 

Then, in 1959, Dr. Stanley A. Cain charged the NPS with 

lacking the basic ecological research program needed to meet 

the resources and management demands in the national parks. 

Three years later, in 1962, Secretary of the Interior Stewart 

Udall, responding to Cain's attack, created the Special 

Advisory Board on Wildlife Management to study the National 

Park Service and its natural resource management policies.63 

The committee's initial mandate was to assess the 

lengths that the National Park Service should go in applying 

its policies to maintain wildlife. The Leopold Report 

(1963), named after A. Starker Leopold, the committee's 

chair, substituted the term "natural process" for "wildlife 

populations," and, thereby, expanded its focus to include 

entire ecosystems. In this report, the committee members 

concluded that park management's major goal was to maintain 

or recreate "biotic associations within each park . . . as 

nearly as possible in the condition that prevailed when the 

area was first visited by white man," and that "[A] national 

park should represent a vignette of primitive America."64 in 

63Smathers, Historical Overview of Resources Management 
Planning in the National Park Service. 8. 

64A. Starker Leopold, et al., "Wildlife Management in 
the National Parks," Transactions of the Twenty-eighth North 
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preserving this "vignette of primitive America," the 

committee endorsed managing ecosystems not for Nature, which 

changes, but for a cultural freeze-frame image. 

In order to maintain this "still-life of America," the 

Leopold Committee made several suggestions for implementing 

its findings: • using diverse management procedures to 

preserve the complex ecosystems that each park contained; 

restore to their "pristine" conditions ecosytems that had 

suffered from human interference; restore only native plants 

and animals to their habitats within the park; maintain the 

ecological process in each habitat, including fire as an 

element in the natural process; avoid artificial habitats 

such as fenced enclosures or artificial feeding.65 

For those national parks on the Great Plains, the 

Leopold Committee's suggestions would mean prairie 

restoration such as had been undertaken at Homestead National 

Monument, Nebraska in 1939. The NPS would also return fire to 

the restored prairies as a natural element in maintaining an 

ecological balance. Plus, the agency would have to 

reintroduce large ungulates and predators, such as buffalo 

American Wildlife and Natural Resources Conference. 
(Washington, DC: Wildlife Management Institute, 1963), 32 

65ibid., 32-35. 
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and wolves, and black-footed ferrets, in large enough 

quantities to simulate pre-Columbian conditions. 

In addition to the Leopold Committee Study, Udall 

authorized the National Academy of Sciences to conduct a 

separate inquiry into "national park accomplishments, needs, 

resources, values, and opportunities in the natural sciences 

and in such related fields as may be deemed appropriate by 

the Academy." Dr. William J. Robbins chaired this committee, 

which provided a series of twenty recommendations when it 

submitted its report to Secretary Udall. The most important 

of those recommendations included inventorying and mapping 

the natural history resources in each park; establishing an 

independent research unit within the NPS to conduct natural 

history research in the national parks; administering 

research programs designed to preserve, restore, and 

interpret the national parks; developing research that 

anticipated and prevented operational management problems; 

and preparing research programs for each park.66 

In 1963, the Conservation Foundation sponsored its own 

assessment of national park conditions. F. Eraser Darling 

and Noel D. Eichorn conducted the study, which the 

Conservation Foundation published in 1967. In their study. 

Darling and Eichorn noted that both the Leopold and Robbins 

66cited in Wauer and Supernaugh, "Wildlife Management in 
the National Parks: An Historical Perspective," National 
P^rks Magazine 57 (July/August, 1983): 14. 
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Reports echoed the recommendations that Wright, Dixon, and 

Thompson had submitted some thirty years earlier. The 

Darling and Eichorn report questioned the NPS' commitment to 

the suggestions for ecosystem preservation contained in the 

three reports: 

It seems incredible that such a promising line of 
management should have been abandoned, particularly 
since ecological deterioration in many parks has now 
progressed so far that it is noticed by even the casual 
park visitor. . . . In matters of ecological awareness 
and responsibility there seems to be positive resistance 
to new ideas, or reacceptance of old.67 

Park Service resistance to the nation's growing 

awareness and sense of responsibility coincided with Riley 

McClelland's emerging philosophy of "ecosystems management." 

McClelland, a young NPS ranger at Glacier National Park, 

coined both the term and the concept in 1968, when he 

connected "ecosystems" and "management" in his Masters 

Thesis, "The Ecosystem--A Unifying Concept for the Management 

of Natural Areas in the National Park System." Part of 

McClelland's argument was that the NPS seldom considered 

67F. Eraser Darling and Noel D. Eichorn, " Man and 
Nature in the National Parks: Reflections on Policy," 
National P̂ r̂ks Magazine 43 (April, 1969): 22. This citation 
is for an abridged reprint of the Darling and Eichorn report 
National Parks Magazine, published this as a special 
supplement to the April, 1969 edition and called the study 
"one of the most important recent studies of policies 
governing the operation of the national park system." 
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natural ecosystem boundaries when it was determining sites 

for NPS and/or concessionaire development. According to 

McClelland, this policy was short-sighted and detrimental 

almost beyond recovery to the ecosystem that it affected. 

McClelland also noted that often "inaction" or "decisions not 

to build" had constructive aspects.68 

McClelland's thesis appeared just five years after 

Leopold and Robbins and Darling and Eichorn submitted their 

reports concerning wildlife maintenance in the national 

parks. While the three documents supported limited human 

interference with Nature, the NPS did not make "ecosystem 

management" its official policy until 1978, when it issued 

its revised set of administrative guidelines.69 

Even though the Leopold Report echoed many of the 

recommendations that Wright et al. made in Fauna 1. Park 

Service officials believed that the latter document was the 

most important factor in changing the NPS' fire control 

policy. The Leopold Report noted that "manipulation of 

68Michael Frome, Regreening the National Parks (Tucson: 
The University of Arizona Press, 1992), 143-4. 

69chase, Plaving God In Yellowstone. 40-3. "Ecosystem 
management, " in the truest sense, is "based on adequately 
studying the past and the ecological role of alDoriginal 
people." Most environmental activists and the NPS, itself, 
construed the term to mean preserving "original 
ecosystem[s] ", "intact." The NPS "devoted [itself] to 
sustaining or, where necessary, compensating for, processes 
no longer operating." 
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vegetation is often exorbitantly expensive" and that 

"controlled burning is the only method that may have 

extensive application" especially if the goal is to "manage 

invisibly." Yet, the cheapest, easiest to apply, and most 

"natural" method in manipulating vegetation was prescribed 

burning.70 

The Leopold Committee's suggestion concerning prescribed 

burning was not as revolutionary as it might appear. In 

1918, the Kansas Agricultural Station began a landmark, four-

year study designed to gauge the effects of fire on prairie 

grasses in Kansas pastures. The Kansas study indicated that 

periodic burning actually benefitted pastures in several 

ways, depending on the time of year that the burns occurred. 

As this experiment in prescribed burning was the initial 

scientific study on the subject, the results were not widely 

accepted.71 since that time, however, researchers at Iowa 

State University, Michigan Technical University, and other 

agricultural research stations have conducted similar tests. 

70Leopold et al., "Study of Wildlife Problems in the 
National Parks," 36-37. 

71R.L. Hensel, "Effect of Burning on Vegetation in 
Kansas Pastures," Journal of Agricultural Research 23 (24 
February 1923): 631-47. Later studies, especially those that 
were conducted for the NPS, have been discussed earlier in 
this chapter. 



247 

Their findings have served only to reinforce this first 

inquiry as to the effects of fire on native grasses.72 

Similar studies of the effects of fire in forests began 

in the early 1920s, when H.H. Chapman began examining the 

effects of controlled burning on longleaf pine reproduction 

and survival in the Southeastern United States. In addition 

to Chapman's research, the Southern Forest Experiment Station 

published a series of 26 articles and bulletins between 1931 

and 1944 detailing the effects of fire in the Southeastern 

forests. The United States Forest Service contributed to the 

growing amount of prescribed burning research after it 

initiated a controlled burning program in the Southeastern 

national forests in 1942. The National Park Service began 

its experiments in prescribed burning in the Everglades in 

1958.73 

The Everglades, however, was the only national park to 

conduct a prescribed burning program until 1964, the year 

after the Leopold Commission released its report. The new 

research program on the effects of controlled burning took 

72see Landers, Report on the Status and Management of 
Native Prairie in National Parks; and Shown, "The Effects of 
Prescribed Burning on Bire and Small Mammal Communities." 

73H.H. Chapman, "Prescribed Burning Versus Public Forest 
Fire Services," Journal of Forestry 45 (November, 1947): 804-
8; Douglas A. Shovm, The Effects of Prescribed Burning on 
Bird and Small Mammal Communities in the Grasslands of Wind 
Cavf> National Park. 3-5. 
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place in Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks. The 

success of these research programs made it possible for the 

National Park Service to change its fire management program 

from one of total fire suppression to a controlled burn 

program in 1968. The new fire control program called for the 

NPS to let some naturally occurring fires to burn if they 

offered no threat to life or developed properties, especially 

in the higher elevations. Secondly, the NPS continued to 

suppress fires that occurred at lower elevations and around 

developed areas. Finally, as discussed earlier in this 

chapter. Park Service officials began using prescribed 

burning, especially in managing grassland biomes in most of 

the Great Plains national parks.74 

The National Park Service's fire suppression program in 

the Great Plains national parks and monuments entailed 

controlling fires that occurred around developed areas and 

using prescribed burning to maintain grassland ecosystems. 

Because these relatively small parks and monuments were 

surrounded by private property, mainly grazing or farm land, 

the NPS, initially, worked to suppress wildfires totally as 

they occurred, which is still the case at Jewel Cave National 

Monument. At Wind Cave National Park, on the other hand, 

park administrators use prescribed burning in order to 

74Bruce M. Kilgore, "Restoring Fire to National Park 
Wilderness," American Forests 81 (March, 1975): 16-18. 



249 

prevent wildfires from occurring and to eradicate or control 

the spread of exotic plants, such as Canada thistle (Cirsium 

arvense), Kentucky bluegrass (Poa oratensis) and Canadian 

bluegrass, and Japanese brome (Bromus iaponicus).75 

Both Fauna 1 and the Leopold Report recommended 

reintroducing species formerly extirpated from the national 

parks into their pre-Columbian or pre-settlement habitats. 

On the Great Plains, this included re-establishing the native 

prairie to its pre-settlement state. The attempts to return 

the prairies to their pristine state meant eradicating exotic 

plants such as those mentioned above from the parks and 

monuments. Despite its success in controlling non-native 

grass species, prescribed burning has not always met with the 

public's acceptance. Badlands National Park, which began an 

experimental prescribed burning program to control Japanese 

brome and KentucJcy bluegrass in 1983, incurred local 

opposition. Agricultural interests viewed the burn program 

more "as a waster of rich forage and a threat to their 

pastures" and not "as a recycling process of nature." 

75National Park Service, Draft. Resource Management 
Plan: Wind Cave National Park (Washington, DC: GPO, 1989), 
1-36; Monica Goigle and Susan Bratton, "Exotics in the 
Parks," National Parks 57 (January/February, 1983): 28. Each 
NPS unit is required to summit a fire suppression/prescribed 
burn program with their Natural Resources Management Plan. 
For the Great Plans parks and monuments having prescribed 
burn programs, these policies are nearly identical. 
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Ranchers, however, criticized Park officials for not 

adequately controlling exotic plants within the park.76 

Another aspect of re-establishing extirpated species in 

their former natural habitat entailed returning certain 

mammals to the national parks and monuments. Although these 

mammals added to the park's scenery and natural processes, 

local agricultural interests were not always happy to see the 

mammals return. 

The NPS has been able successfully to reestablish bison 

and elk in Wind Cave National Park (1914-1916),77 the former 

Piatt National Park (1919),78 Badlands National Park (1963-

bison),79 and Theodore Roosevelt National Park (1956-bison; 

76National Park Service, Statement for Management: 
Badlands National Park (Washington, DC: GPO, 1990), 21; 
Stephen G. Whisenant, Final Progress Report: Effects of Fire 
on Mixed-Grass Plant Communities in Badlands National Park 
(typescript, 1987), 1-13. 

77National Park Service, Natural Resources Management 
Plan and Environmental Assessment: Wind Cave National Park. 
South Dakota (Washington, DC: GPO, 1984), 23, 32. 

78Letter from Arno B. Cammerer, Acting Director, 
National Park Service, Washington, DC, to Thomas Ferris, 
Superintendent, Piatt National Park, Sulphur, Oklahoma, 20 
September 1919, Records of the National Park Service, Record 
Group 79, Central Files, Box 145, National Archives, 
Washington, D.C. 

79National Park Service, Natural Resource Management 
Plan and Environmental Assessment: Badlands National Park. 
Sonth Dakota (Washington, DC: GPO, 1984), sec. 3, 1. 
Buffalo inhabit only the Park's North Unit. 
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1985-elk).80 Local ranchers in the Wind Cave, Badlands, and 

Theodore Roosevelt National Parks feared that the elk and 

bison herds would escape from the parks, trample their 

grazing land, and infect domestic livestock with 

brucellosis.81 

Ranchers'- apprehensions about brucellosis centered on 

the fact that buffalo and elk develop an immunity to this 

disease, which causes the infected animals to abort the fetus 

during the early stages of pregnancy. Cattle, on the other 

hand, do not develop this immunity. Cattlemen, especially 

those whose gazing lands would abut the parkland, believed 

that their livelihood would be threatened.82 

The Wind Cave National Park elk and bison herds did, in 

fact, carry brucellosis in the early 1960s. As a result, the 

NPS could not use surplus elk or bison from the Wind Cave 

herds as seed stock in other national parks. Wind Cave 

officials were also concerned that the infected animals could 

^ONational Park Service, General Management Plan and 
Development Concept Plans: Theodore Roosevelt National 
Park. North Dakota (Washington, DC: GPO, 1984), 28. 

8lNational Park Service, Natural Resources Management 
Plan: Wind Cave National Park. 23, 32; National Park 
Service, Natural Resources Management Plan: Badlands 
National Park, sec. 3, 1; National Park Service, General 
Management Plan: Theodore Roosevelt National Park. 28. 

82David A. Dary, The Buffalo Book: The Full Saga of the 
American Animal (Chicago: The Swallow Press, Inc., 1974), 
295. 
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escape into nearby Custer State Park and infect the bison and 

elk herds there. By 1986, however. Wind Cave park officials, 

working with the South Dakota State Veterinarian and the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture's Animal and Plant Health 

Inspection Service, successfully implemented a brucellosis 

eradication program. Until 1986, when government agencies 

declared the Wind Cave herds to be brucellosis free, the NPS 

slaughtered the surplus animals and donated the meat to the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs, which then furnished the meat to 

local Indian families. Wind Cave bison and elk can now be 

shipped out of South Dakota to be used to re-stock local, 

state, and national parks, and zoos.83 

The National Park Service also successfully introduced 

the bighorn sheep into Badlands National Park. Prior to the 

late nineteenth century, the Audubon sheep (Ovis canadiensis 

auduboni) inhabited these two parks. By the early twentieth 

century, however, the Audubon sheep had been hunted into 

extinction. NPS officials, therefore, stocked Theodore 

Roosevelt National Park with 32 California Bighorn sheep 

(Ovis canadensis California) in 1956 and Badlands National 

Park with with twenty-two Rocky Mountain Bighorn sheep (Ovis 

canadensis ) in 1964. Fourteen more Roclcy Mountain Bighorn 

83]siational Park Service, Natural Resources Management 
Plan: Wind Cave National Park. 23, 32; National Park 
Service, .statement for Management: Wind Cave National Park. 
cinuth Dakota (Washington, DC: GPO, 1992), 33. 
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sheep were added to the Badlands herd in 1967. In iDoth 

parks, the sheep herds contracted lungworm disease while they 

were penned and mortality rates were high. Once Park Service 

officials at Badlands National park were able to control the 

lungworm infection and could release the sheep, the herds 

stabilized. At Theodore Roosevelt National Park, lungworm 

disease and factors that NPS officials have failed to 

understand have almost completely decimated the Bighorn sheep 

population. By 1987, only four of the original thirty-two 

remained alive.84 oddly enough, the North Dakota State Game 

and Fish Department has introduced and maintained a bighorn 

sheep herd in close proximity to the Theodore Roosevelt herd. 

Because North Dakota has been so successful in its bighorn 

sheep restoration program, the NPS plans further efforts to 

return bighorn sheep to the Little Missouri Badlands.85 

One other mammal that the National Park Service has 

worked to re-establish in the Badlands National Park is the 

black-footed ferret, a small Great Plains predator of prairie 

dogs that almost became extinct when prairie dog tovms were 

84National Park Service, Natural Resource Management 
Plan: Badlands National Park, sec. 3, 4; National Park 
Service, General Management Plan: Theodore Roosevelt 
National Park, 27-28. 

85David Harmon, At the Open Margin: The NPS's 
Administration of Theodore Roosevelt National Park (Medora, 
ND: Theodore Roosevelt Nature & Natural History Association, 
1986), 184-86. 



254 

poisoned out in the twentieth century. The last confirmed 

sighting of a black-footed ferret was in 1961, in South 

Dakota's Mellette County, and they were placed on the 

endangered species list in 1967. Scientists, however, 

located and captured a remnant population of eighteen black-

footed ferrets- in Wyoming in 1981. From those eighteen wild 

survivors, the population has increased to approximately 400, 

with most of them presently in captivity. Between September 

8, and October 15, 1994, however, the National Park Service 

released 38 black-footed ferrets at Badlands National Park.86 

Badlands National Park officials have anticipated that 

their prairie dog control program could have an impact on any 

attempts to reintroduce the black-footed ferret into the 

park. The park, responding to local pressure, has initiated 

a prairie dog program that utilizes annual poisoning to 

control prairie dogs within the park. Park officials have 

recommended maintaining a prairie dog population large enough 

to support a ferret population and, thereby, allow the 

natural process to continue. This recommendation means that 

the Park Service would discontinue poisoning prairie dogs 

within the park as a control measure. Ranchers, however. 

86Todd Wilkinson, "Back to the Badlands," National Parks 
and Conservation Magazine 68 (November/December, 1994) : 38-
40. Wilsinson notes that the NPS has also released black-
footed ferrets in Montana and Wyoming and is looking for 
seven other sites having large enough prairie dog populations 
to support reintroduction. 
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could continue to poison prairie dogs that extended into 

their towns and onto their private property.87 

The obvious reintroduction of a Plains wildlife species 

from which the National Park Service has distanced itself is 

the wolf. Since private stock lands surround the Great 

Plains national parks, NPS officials are leery of the obvious 

repercussions presented by such a controversial act. While 

the debate over the 1994 wolf reintroduction attempts in 

Yellowstone National Park remains open, the reinstatement of 

wolves onto the Plains will, most probably, be deterred. 

Despite the National Park Service's attempts to restore 

native plant and animal species to the grassland national 

parks. Plains parks will never be the complete ecosystems 

that they were prior to Anglo-European settlement. As noted 

in the previous paragraph, local public opposition has 

prohibited the reintroduction of large carnivores, such as 

the grizzly bear and the wolf, into the parks' ecosystem. 

Artificial management of the large ungulates will continue to 

occur as the trapping of surplus animals and shipping them to 

other sites becomes more and more common.88 

87National Park Service, Natural Resource Management 
Plan: Badlands National Park, sec. 3, 2 & 11; National Park 
Service, Statement for Management: Badlands National Park. 
18-21; Wilkinson, "Back to the Badlands," 40. 

88National Park Service, Statement for Management: 
Badlands National Park. 12. 
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In spite of these setbacks, the National Park Service 

made several strides towards increasing its understanding of 

ecosystems management.89 Those gains, however, were not 

made without criticism. Within five years after the Leopold 

Committee released its report, critics were complaining that 

the National Park Service had implemented the Leopold 

Report's recommendation on a program by program basis. 

Critics complained that the NPS' piecemeal action ignored 

the parks' need for total environmental protection and was, 

therefore, "not adequate to do the job" of maintaining 

"biotic associations unimpaired for the enjoyment of future 

generations."90 

Other fault finders disapproved of the National Park 

Service's narrow interpretation of the Leopold Report's 

recommendations. The NPS had implemented a program to 

identify the floral and faunal species that had existed in 

the pre-Columbian era when those species had disappeared in 

historic times. After answering the "what" question. Park 

Service officials attempted to determine if conditions 

(forage, climate, water) were favorable for reintroducing the 

species into park ecosystems. Park officials, however, did 

89Douglas B. Houston, "Ecosystems of National Parks," 
Science 172 (14 May 1971): 648-51. 

90Neil J. Reid, "Ecosystem Management in the National 
Parks," Transactions of the Thirtv-Third North American 
Wildlife and Natural Resources Conference (Washington, DC: 
Wildlife Management Institute, 1968), 161. 
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not ask "why" a species had disappeared from a region. The 

general, but unspoken, theory was that Anglo-Americans had 

hunted the species into extinction. However, hunting was not 

always the root of a species' disappearance. Park Service 

officials, for example, discovered that livestock carried 

parasites that- infected and killed desert bighorn sheep.91 

Wildlife management, therefore, went beyond restoring 

native animals, or similar animals, to their historic ranges. 

Park Service officials had to consider other factors: 

changing vegetation patterns, resistance to disease, and 

climatic adaptation. Without considering these factors, the 

Park Service's program of preserving Leopold's "vignette of 

primitive America" would endure tragic failures. Success 

would only come after heroic efforts entailing massive 

vaccination programs and supplemental feeding and watering 

programs.92 

According to Daniel Bodkin, Discordant Harmonies (1990), 

a "vignette of primitive America" type park is but one of 

three kinds of natural areas that the United States must 

maintain as it enters the twenty-first century. The first 

natural area is one in which human action has no direct 

9lRoland H. Wauer and William R. Supernaugh, "Wildlife 
Management in the National Parks: An Historical 
Perspective," National Parks 57 (July/August, 1983): 15. 

92ibid. 
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influence. This sort of wilderness area would be the most 

reflective of "pristine" wilderness and would serve as a 

"baseline" for scientists conducting research on the human 

influence in other areas. The second kind of natural area 

would reflect the current idea of pre-Columbian wilderness. 

The third natural area would not be a "wilderness." Instead, 

it would be a "conservation area" that could serve as a 

region where biological diversity was promoted and preserved. 

These three natural areas would reflect different aspects of 

wilderness, and each would require different management 

techniques that would be consistent with each area's 

function.93 

The wildlife management problems that the National Park 

Service would have to overcome in order to create such a 

park, brought to the forefront a problem that the Leopold 

Committee readily acknowledged, but for which they could 

provide no solution. Since biotic communities constantly 

change due to natural or human factors, creating and 

maintaining parks as a "vignette of primitive America" would 

be difficult, if not impossible. Records describing pre-

Columbian America do not exist, or pre-Columbian conditions 

have been irretrievably lost. The Leopold Report's 

recommendations and the National Park Service's attempt to 

93Daniel Bodkin, Discordant Harmonies: A New Ecology 
fcpr the Twenty-first Century (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1990), 194-6. 
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implement those suggestions, while noble and idealistic, were 

in truth, impossible and impractical. The Committee's 

suggestions, therefore, represented America's continuing 

romance with the pioneer era and its enduring spirit of 

adventurous survival and toughness.94 

If, for example, the National Park Service followed 

Shelford's 1937 recommendation and created a million acre 

park on the Great Plains that was representative of the 

grasslands biome, the NPS would have to include large 

ungulates and smaller wildlife native to the area and 

predators to keep the herds strong and healthy. Fire, alone, 

could not maintain the equilibrium in a grasslands ecosystem. 

Idealistically, a true recapturing of Leopold's concept of 

preserving a "vignette of primitive America" on the Plains 

would require the federal government to acknowledge the 

effect that Native Americans had in maintaining the Plains 

ecosystem. And, if the government returned the buffalo and 

other native wildlife and the Indian to a park on the Plains, 

then George Catlin's finest vision would have finally been 

vindicated. 

The importance of the Leopold Report, nevertheless, was 

that it served as a catalyst that caused the National Park 

94Leopold et at., "Study of Wildlife problems in 
National Parks," 29-32; Susan Power Bratton, "National Park 
Management and Values," Environmental Ethics 7 (Summer, 
1985): 128. 
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Service to broaden its mission. A shift in perceptions 

occurred as the NPS' new mission evolved: a mission that 

emphasized preserving entire ecosystems, rather than focusing 

on the narrow idea of "selected species." The holistic 

approach to ecosystem salvation offered at least four 

advantages that protecting "selected species" and preserving 

"primitive vignettes" had not provided: ecosystem 

preservation allowed park administrators to balance objects 

and processes in measuring the flows and interrelationships 

that comprise ecosystems; ecosystem preservation recognized 

that ecosystems change and focused on the factors determining 

major temporal changes; ecosystem preservation valued park 

biota for their influence on other species, not just for 

their scenic interest; and, ecosystem preservation 

acknowledged that inorganic and abiotic objects play an 

integral and an active role in the ecological process.95 

In spite of the NPS' growing ecological awareness, by 

1980, parks within the system were "becoming increasingly 

isolated from other natural landscapes." No longer could the 

95wauer and Supernaugh, "Wildlife Management in the 
National Parks," 15; Bratton, "National Park Management and 
Values," 123-9. Bratton refers to the National Park 
Service's initial management policy as the "paradise garden 
mode." She calls the 1930s, with George Wright, Frederick 
Clements, and Aldo Leopold's influence, the "succession and 
restoration mode"; the 1950s were the "people plus" era. 
Bratton does not put a name to the period following the 
Leopold Report, but she does discuss the "then versus now 
division of values" that the Report created. 
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national parks be considered safe havens for native plants 

and animals. "Even the most remote and well protected areas 

[were] threatened by encroachment by human influences. Most 

parks [would] be too small to protect biological diversity on 

their own."96 TWO reports brought this declining state of 

the national park system to the public and to Congress' 

attention. The first report, conducted by the National Parks 

and Conservation Association (NPCA), appeared in the March 

and April, 1979 issues of National Parks and Conservation 

Magazine. Also in 1979, William Shands published the second 

study. An Issue Report--Federal Resource Lands and Their 

Neighbors. Both the NPCA and the Shands' studies focused on 

the influence that activities occurring on adjacent lands had 

on the national parks.97 

These two articles led to a Congressional request that 

the National Park Service evaluate the National Park System's 

96National Park Service, Natural Resources Management 
Guideline: NPS-77 (Washington, DC: GPO, 1991), sec. 2, 25. 

97National Parks and Conservation Association, "NPCA 
Adjacent Lands Survey: No Park is an Island" National Parks 
and Conservation Magazine 53 (March, 1979): 4-9; National 
Parks and Conservation Association, "NPCA Adjacent Lands 
Survey: Part II," National Parks and Conservation Magazine 
53 (April, 1979): 4-7; National Parks and Conservation 
Association, "NPCA Adjacent Lands Update: No Park Is An 
Island," National Parks and Conservation Magazine 53 
(November, 1979): 21-2; William E. Shands, An Issue Report-
Federal Resource Lands and Their Neighbors (Washington, D.C. 
The Conservation Foundation, 1979), cited in Wauer and 
Supernaugh, "Wildlife Management in the National Parks," 15. 
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resources and then to report the results of that evaluation 

to Congress. The National Park Service provided two reports 

to Congress. The first report. State of the Parks-1980: A 

Report to the Congress, noted that all parks within the 

National Park System suffered from external and internal 

threats and that those threats caused "significant and 

demonstratable damage. . . . This degradation or loss of 

resources [was] irreversible."98 

The second report. State of the Parks: A Report to 

Congress on the Servicewide Strategy for Prevention and 

Mitigation of Natural and Cultural Resources Management 

Problems (1981), again conducted at Congress' request, 

focused on using updated Resource Management Plans (RMP) to 

identify, assess, and resolve resource management problems. 

Integral to this plan's success was the Natural Resources 

Management Specialist, a new position created for parks 

suffering from major flora, fauna, land use, or abiotic 

resource threats. The Park Rangers' role, like the Park 

System's management philosophy, evolved from protecting 

98waugh and Supernaugh, "Wildlife Management in the 
National Parks," 15-16; Robert Cahn, "The Conservation 
Challenge of the 80s," National Parks in Crisis, ed. Eugenia 
Horstman Connolly (Washington, D.C: National Parks & 
Conservation Association, 1982), 7-23; Gary Gregory, "State 
of the Parks 1980: Problems and Plans," National Parks in 
Crisis, 75-89. 
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specific species to monitoring and protecting entire natural 

systems.99 

Currently, the NPS regards Management Policies (1988) 

and Natural Resources Management Guideline (NPS-77) (1991) to 

be the fundamental servicewide references for its natural 

resources management program. Natural Resources Management 

Guideline is an effort to consolidate the written and 

unwritten natural resource management policies. Many of the 

policy statements contained in NPS-77 restate the policies 

set forth in the 1988 document.100 These management policies 

reflect the NPS' growing knowledge of natural processes and 

its move to a holistic approach to natural resource 

management that extends beyond single species management. 

NPS officials include understanding "ecosystems and their 

component plants, animals, water, air, soils, topographic 

features, geologic features, and paleontologic resources, and 

aesthetic values, such as scenic vistas, natural quiet, and 

99wauer and Supernaugh, "Wildlife Management in the 
National Parks," 16; Wauer, The Role of the National Park 
Service Natural Resource Manager, (typescript, 1979), 1-21. 
I found this document in the National Park Service Midwest 
Region library, Omaha, NE. A copy of this document is in my 
possession. Wauer, "Introduction: The Greening of Natural 
Resources Management," Trends in Natural Resources Management 
(Washington, DC: GPO, 1982), 2-6; Frome, Regreening the 
National Parks. 69-105, 224-32. 

lOONational Park Service. Natural Resources Management 
(^yideline, sec. 1, 4. 
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clear night skies" as being instrumental to the natural 

process and to natural resource management.101 

The National Park Service, in a span of 7 5 years, has 

moved from a policy of single species protection to a 

holistic philosophy of ecosystem protection and management. 

Today, instead of focusing on magnificent or spectacular 

scenery, the NPS concerns itself with preserving areas for 

their ecological value. Despite these gains, the National 

Park Service has still failed to create a national park on 

the Great Plains that is dedicated to ecosystem protection 

alone. While it is true that the NPS established national 

parks and monuments on the Great Plains to commemorate 

historic events or to preserve scenic anomalies, it has 

failed to save large portions of its grassland ecosystems. 

While the United States was the first country to create a 

national park in order to preserve the special "wilderness" 

wonders of its land, it has fallen behind other nations in 

contemporary prairie preservation. Other countries such as 

Canada, S. Africa and the Soviet Union have not only created 

national parks to save their grassland ecosystems they have 

done so successfully. 

lOlibid., sec. 1, p. 1; National Park Service, 
Management Policies (Washington, DC: GPO, 1988), sec. 1, 3. 
The 1988 document included "solitude, space, scenery, a sense 
of history, and sounds of nature" as other intangible 
resources that required Park Service attention. 



CHAPTER VII 

GRASSLAND PARKS: 

SUCCESSES AND FAILURES 

The United States, as the first nation in the world to 

establish a national park, set the standards that other 

nations followed in creating their national parks. Like the 

United States, those parks in other countries focused on 

wilderness and wildlife preservation. As time passed, 

however, several nations began to recognize the importance of 

ecosystem protection, including grassland ecosystems. The 

United States has lagged behind such nations as the Union of 

South Africa, Tanzania, Kenya, the Soviet Union, and Canada 

in preserving and maintaining its native grasslands. 

South Africa's first national park to include a 

grassland biome was the project of Paul Kruger, the Republic 

of Transvaal's first president. The effect that European 

farming and mining settlements had in disrupting wildlife 

habitat in Transvaal had long concerned Kruger, who realized 

that for wildlife to survive in the contest with civilization 

the government had to create large areas as reserves where 

wildlife could live and thrive with no threats from outside 

elements. The early governments in Natal Province had a 

history of trying to protect wildlife, first, in 1672, by 

265 
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granting protected status to certain species, such as 

elephants and zebras, and second, by creating Natal's first 

game reserve in 1697. While these early efforts at game 

preservation were not entirely successful in stemming the 

slaughter of African wildlife, they did provide future 

generations with the foundations for further wildlife 

conservation.1 Kruger began his efforts to create a wildlife 

preserve in 1884, within a year after his election to office, 

and by 1897, succeeded in establishing four game reserves in 

Natal Province. Kruger's landmark action in land and game 

preservation came in 1898, when he won approval for Sable 

Game Preserve in northeastern Transvaal. Local farmers used 

this region, which contains mostly flat to gently rolling 

terrain that slopes downward from an elevation of 3,000 feet 

in the west to 650 feet in the east, as a sheep pasture. The 

Sable Game Preserve was enlarged in 1903, when the Shingwedzi 

Game Reserve was added to the Preserve. In 1926, the reserve 

iLeslie M. Reid and Jacobus N. Steyn, "South Africa," 
International Handbook of National Parks and Nature Reserves, 
ed. Craig W. Allin, (New York: Greenwood Press, 1990), 340-
42. None of the works that I consulted indicated that Kruger 
had studied or was influenced by Yellowstone's creation in 
1872. Yellowstone, however, did influence King Leopold II of 
Belgium, who created the game preserve in the Congo that 
ultimately became Pare National Albert, Africa's first 
national park. 
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was renamed the Kruger National Park and today includes some 

5,000,000 acres.2 

As the second oldest national park in Africa, Kruger 

National Park contains over 120 mammal species, 55 fish 

species, 109 reptile species, and 420 bird species. Africa, 

where the Pleistocene megafauna mostly survived, has many 

large charismatic species. Animal protection remains Kruger 

National Park's primary goal, and the large animals and 

predators constitute Kruger's greatest attraction. In 

protecting these animals, the South African government 

recognized the importance of maintaining native vegetation, 

scattered trees, dense brush pockets, and parklike meadows, 

which provided shelter and forage for the animals.3 

Until 1962, Kruger National Park and those that followed 

it represented the South African government's concern with 

protecting specific species or habitats. In that year, the 

South African congress enacted a National Parks Act that 

superseded the 1926 National Parks Act and began South 

2Ibid.; R.J. Labuschagne, The Kruger Park and Other 
National Parks (Johannesburg: Da Gama Publishers (PTY), 
Ltd., 1967), 11-20. 

3Reid and Steyn, "South Africa," 342; Richard 
Carrington. Great National Parks of the World (New York: 
Random House, 1967), 113-17. Pare National Albert, now 
Virunga National Park, in the Kivu district of Zaire is the 
oldest national park in Africa. King Albert of Belgium 
established it in 1925. 
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Africa's second phase of nature conservation. The national 

park system extended its program of specific species or 

habitat preservation to a broader ecological stance of 

protecting habitats and wildlife from a variety of threats. 

In 1979, the South African government adopted an even broader 

approach to wildland preservation that included safeguarding 

complete ecosystems, especially those that were outstanding 

representative examples of South Africa's major biomes, as a 

part of its preservation policy. In keeping with its 

expanded mission, in 1985, the South African government 

created the Vaalbos National Park in the Cape Province. This 

11,305 acre park represents the prairie ecosystem and 

preserves a transition vegetation zone that includes the 

characteristics of the Kalahari, to the northwest, and the 

Karoo, to the southwest, as well as grass plains.4 

Twenty years after the Union of South Africa formally 

established Kruger National Park, Kenya, in 1946, created 

Nairobi National Park (44 square miles). This park, 

initially created to protect Kenya's wildlife, is remarkable 

in that it lies on the outskirts of Kenya's most important 

city. The park, which contains over sixty species of mammals 

and reptiles and over four hundred species of birds, is 

divided into three regions. The most visible mammals in the 

4Reid and Steyn, "South Africa," 363-64, 352 
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park are the ungulates, the wildebeest, hartebeest, and 

impala, and their natural predator, the lion. The park also 

contains rhinoceros, giraffes, zebras, and baboons. The 

western region is heavily forested and abuts Nairobi's 

residential suburbs. Several rivers converge in the east and 

form the drainage system for the entire area. The central 

region consists of rolling plains, river valleys, and acacia 

bushes, stunted thorn trees.5 

Like the Union of South Africa and Kenya, Tanzania 

created the Serengeti National Park as a wildlife preserve. 

This national park, which was established while Tanzania was 

a British territory, covers some 5,600 square miles of 

northwest Tanzania and abuts the Masai Mara Game Reserve in 

southern Kenya. The grassy plains of the central region 

typify the Serengeti's scenery. The Serengeti ecosystem 

supports two main vegetation types: grassy plains and wooded 

grasslands. Trees on the grassy plains grow along stream 

banks, while trees in the wooded grasslands are so widely 

scattered that the area resembles a pleasant park. Serengeti 

National Park is famous for its lion population as well as 

its extensive herds of wildebeest, zebra, and gazelle. In 

5G. Wesley Burnett, "Kenya," International Handbook of 
National Parks and Nature Reserves. 237-41; Carrington, Great 
National Parks of the World. 167-70. 
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addition to these animals, the park contains elephants, 

leopards, ostriches, and black rhinoceroses.6 

While the mission of African parks, like the purpose of 

parks in the United States, extends beyond species 

protection, the creation of these wildlife sanctuaries 

contains both economic and racist aspects. Economically, 

those European nations that established colonies in Africa 

promoted the biotic diversity, especially the large mammal 

population, that European and American hunters could find for 

"sport shooting." As the various species of African wildlife 

began to disappear, the preservationist movement began in 

earnest. Enterprising European colonists then turned to the 

wildlife sanctuaries as a means to draw European and American 

tourists to that country's parks.7 

In selecting sites for African national parks, the 

European colonizers picked locations that allowed European 

settlers to maintain their farms in the most fertile regions 

of the continent. Native Africans were placed on limited 

reserves. The land from which the national parks were hued, 

therefore, came either from areas set aside as a tribal 

6carrington, Great National Parks of the World. 162-66; 
George B. Schaller, The Serengeti Lion: A Study of Predator-
Prey Relations (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1972), 14-15. 

7carrington, Great National Parks of the World. 100-8, 
113-16, 166-71; Burnett, "Kenya," 236, 243-46; Reid and 
Steyn, "South Africa," 337. 
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reserve or from marginal lands that no European settler had 

yet claimed. Additionally, colonial laws deprived the 

natives of their traditional hunting privileges.8 

While a wealth of literature exists relating.to the 

African nations' attempts to preserve their grasslands, there 

is relatively little information concerning the national park 

movement in the Soviet Union. Because the Soviet Union was a 

closed society, assessing its efforts at grassland and 

ecosystem protection has been difficult. However, there are 

some things that can be said about the national park movement 

in the Soviet Union. The Soviet Republics set aside over 

21,307,233 million hectares in 155 nature preserves, 6 

hunting preserves, and 19 national nature parks. The 

Republics also preserved their natural heritage in 

approximately 5,000 natural monuments, 2,500 large nature 

refuges, and several natural microreserves. The Soviets 

established the nature preserve as the basic form of 

environmental protection in the different Republics. The 

primary function of these preserves was scientific research 

and the government forbids hunting, fishing, agriculture, 

mining, and construction in "these . . . wonderful natural 

8christopher Leo, Land and Class in Kenva (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1984), 34-43; Leonard Thompson, 
A History of South Africa (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1990), 97, 125-31. 
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laboratories." Only staff and scientists conducting 

specified research are allowed into the nature reserves.9 

Despite setting its nature preserves aside in the 

interest of science, the Soviet Union recognized that natural 

areas should exist for educational, cultural, historical, 

aesthetical, and recreational purposes. It is to these ends 

that the Soviet governments have begun to create more 

national preserves, hunting preserves, and national nature 

parks. And, while hunting is allowed in portions of both the 

national parks and nature reserves, each park and reserve 

contains "areas where man is admitted under no circumstances, 

and animals and plants are left undisturbed under strict 

protection."10 while the national parks are open for tourism 

and recreation, camping sites are located outside the parks. 

The government does allows some economic activities that 

correspond to the regions' ethnic and cultural lifestyles to 

take place in the national parks.H 

9Yury Yazan, "Union of Soviet Socialist Republics," 
International Handbook of National Parks and Nature Reserves. 
397-402; S.V. Kalesnik and V.F. Pavlenko, eds., Soviet Union: 
A Geographical Survey, translated by Sergei Chulaki and 
Valeri Epstein (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1976), 123-25. 

lOyazan, "Union of Soviet Socialist Republics," 403-4. 
The emphasis is mine. 

lllbid. 
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In Ukraine, which contains a large grassland expanse, 

the government established several nature reserves, hunting 

preserves, and natural nature parks. The twelve nature 

reserves (139,883 ha) dominate the categories of parks in the 

Ukraine, but the four hunting preserves (145,966 ha) contain 

the most area.- There is only one nature park in the Ukraine, 

Karpatsky NP (1980, 50,303 ha). Two of the nature reserves, 

Askaniya Nova NR (1921, 11054 ha) and Chernomorsky NR (1927, 

57,048 ha) are also biosphere reserves.12 

Like the grasslands of Africa and North America, the 

steppe contained a variety of wildlife. Prior to human 

invasion, the Ukrainian steppe supported wild cattle, saiga 

antelope, wild horses, roebuck, red deer, boar, and wolves. 

In addition to these mammals, the steppe also supported a 

diverse population of fowl: rose-colored starlings, common 

partridge, ducks, pelicans, herons, eagles, and demoiselle 

cranes. Human intervention in the grasslands has forced most 

of these animals to migrate to the forest or semidesert areas 

that are adjacent to the steppe.13 

The Soviet Union's ability to close specific regions of 

its territory to human development lies in the vastness of 

12ibid., 401. 

13L.S. Berg, Natural Regions of the U.S.S.R. Translated 
from the Russian by Olga Adler Titelbaum (New York: The 
Macmillan Company, 1950), 105-7; N.T. Mirov, Geography of 
Russia (New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1951), 140-1. 
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the Soviet landmass and in the nationalization of that 

landmass. After the October 1917 Revolution and the 

nationalization of land, the Soviet government did not need 

to concern themselves with taking private property in order 

to create natural areas, whether open to human influence or 

not. The Soviet Union, therefore, could set aside over 21 

million hectares as natural areas and, prior to its breakup, 

could consider the addition of another 110 national parks to 

the system.14 The United States and Canada, on the other 

hand, did have to contend with privitization of its public 

domain, especially on the Great Plains where so few national 

parks exist today. 

Canada was the second nation to create a national park 

system, but it was the first nation to create a national park 

dedicated to preserving grasslands for grasslands' sake. In 

several ways, the development of the Canadian National Park 

System parallels the development of the United States' 

system. Like the United States national park system, 

Canada's national park system development was tied to the 

railroads and to the nation's national economic policies that 

encouraged the exploitation of Canada's natural resources. 

Canadian settlement also followed the patterns established in 

the United States. First ranchers moved onto the Canadian 

14Yazan, "Union of Soviet Socialists Republics," 404. 
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prairies from the east, followed by the railroads and the 

farmers. Also like the United States, the first National 

Parks were located in the Western mountains. And like the 

United States, the Canadian Parks first focused on preserving 

natural aberrations.15 

Another similarity between national park establishment 

in the United States and Canada was that the Canadian 

government created the early parks out of its public domain 

(the Crown lands). The similarity, however, stopped in 1930, 

when the Canadian national government transferred to the 

provincial governments in the four Western provinces the 

ownership of the natural resources in those provinces. This 

act made creating future national parks more difficult as it 

required full cooperation from the provincial governments in 

15Harold K. Eidsvik & William D. Henwood, "Canada" 
International Handbook of National Parks and Nature Reserves. 
61-9; R.T. Coupland, "Conservation of Grasslands," 
Conservation in Canada: A Conspectus, ed. J.S. Maini and A. 
Carlisle (Ottawa: Maracle Press, Ltd., 1974), 100. One 
should note that the relationship between the national parks 
in the United States and the railroads was an indirect one. 
The U.S. railroads provided the early transportation to the 
parks and promoted national parks for railroad economic gain. 
In Canada, the first association between the national parks 
and the railroad was more direct. A construction crew 
discovered the Cave and Basin Hot Springs that became the 
nucleus of Banff National Park in 1885. Between 1887 and 
1930, the Canadian national government created 14 national 
parks. Eleven of these national parks were located in the 
Western provinces of Alberta, British Columbia, and N.W. 
Territory. 
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transferring control of the natural resources and the land 

back to the federal government.16 

From 1930 to 1968, the Canadian government added only 

four new parks to its national system. Then for a twenty 

year period the Canadian system grew rapidly, so that by 

1988, there were a total of 34 national parks in the system. 

One of the most fruitful periods of park growth was the eight 

year period between 1968 and 1974 when the national 

government created ten new parks throughout the country.17 

Canada's park expansion can be attributed to three factors: 

(1) the federal government took the initiative in "rounding 

out the system"; (2) the federal and the provincial 

governments cooperated in a cost sharing program in acquiring 

the lands needed to establish new national parks; and (3) 

Canadian society, concerned with environmental issues, 

supported the governments in their attempts to establish new 

national parks.18 

16Eidsvik & Henwood, "Canada," 64-5; A.C. Falkner and 
J.A. Carruthers, "National Parks in Canada," Conservation in 
Canada: A Conspectus. 151. The United States maintains 
control of its public domain, despite several calls for the 
U.S. government to turn the public lands over to the states. 

17Eidsvik and Henwood, "Canada," 63-9. 

18Falkner and Carruthers, "National Parks in Canada," 
151. 
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One of the areas to receive public support as a national 

park was the Saskatchewan grassland area. The first impetus 

to save the grasslands began in 1900, after settlement on the 

Great Plains had occurred. Preserving the grasslands for 

their own sake (and thus, their fragile ecosystems) was only 

a secondary cansideration. Instead, these original efforts 

were aimed at saving the buffalo, elk, pronghorn and other 

remnant wildlife populations from complete destruction. 

Consequently, between 1900 and 1950, the federal and 

provincial governments carried out programs to increase the 

size of the buffalo, elk, and pronghorn herds that remained 

in the Prairie Provinces.19 

By 1950, the Canadian government deemed these efforts at 

increasing the buffalo and antelope a success and 

discontinued the wildlife reproduction programs. During that 

same year. Dr. Robert Coupland, an internationally famous 

grassland ecologist, formed the Committee on Ecology and 

Preservation of Native Grasslands and began lobbying the 

Canadian government to create a national park on the 

grasslands. Coupland argued that only a small amount of 

native grassland remained in its pristine condition and that 

19ciaude Mondor and Steve Kun, "The Lone Prairie: 
Protecting Natural Grasslands in Canada," National Parks. 
Conservation, and Development: The Role of Protected Areas 
in Sustaining Society, ed. Jeffrey A. McNeely and Kenton R. 
Miller (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Press, 1984), 510; 
Coupland, "Conservation of the Grasslands," 108. 
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the federal and the provincial governments should act to 

preserve those regions of natural grasslands. Coupland and 

the Committee on Ecology's efforts were successful. In 1981, 

the Canadian national government, in conjunction with the 

Saskatchewan provincial government, established the 

Grasslands National Park (140 sq. km in two units) as the 

first park whose primary goal was to preserve a portion of 

the grasslands ecosystem.20 

In creating Grasslands National Park, the Canadian 

national and Saskatchewan provincial governments had to 

overcome resistance from ranching interests. Eight ranchers 

lived in the proposed park area and thirty-nine ranchers 

owned or leased land there. As part of the original, and 

later the amended, agreement between the national and 

provincial governments, acquiring privately owned or leased 

land for the park was done on a voluntary basis. The 

Canadian government agreed to pay 100% of the cost of buying 

20Mondor and Kun, "The Lone Prairie," 511-12. Mondor 
and Kun noted that in order to establish the Grasslands 
National Park, supporters had to overcome opposition from the 
ranching, hunting, and mineral interests. Coupland 
"Conservation of Grasslands," 107-08, argued that people 
failed to recognize the vulnerability of grassland ecosystems 
while paying too much attention to forests. Coupland 
suggested that the public's lack of interest in preserving 
grasslands resulted from their belief that the plant cover in 
the grasslands replaced itself on an annual basis. The 
public also did not realize that the grasslands contained 
smaller organism that were susceptible to harm from 
cultivation and domestic grazing. 
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out willing sellers and all the owner's relocation expenses. 

This agreement also prohibited the Canadian government from 

acquiring the land by means of expropriation. The 1988 

amended agreement made provisions for expanding the park to 

an area of some 900 square kilometers (350 sq. miles) in the 

two units.21 

Although Canada's Grasslands National Park is located on 

the Canadian-United States border, the United States 

government has tended to overlook the successful efforts of 

the Canadians at preserving their grassland ecosystems. In 

fact, while all of these previously discussed nations have 

recognized the importance of preserving their grasslands, 

albeit for reasons other than ecosystem protection, the 

United States continues to lag far behind even the most 

underdeveloped nations that contain large grassland regions. 

The fact that the United States has failed to establish 

a national park based solely for grasslands' preservation is 

not to say that private citizens in the United States have 

neglected this region. In the twentieth century, the 

earliest knovm call for preserving the tallgrass prairies 

2lMondor and Kun, "The Lone Prairie," 512-13; Government 
of Canada/Government of Saskatchewan, Grasslands National 
Park Agreement. September 23. 1988. photocopy copy, 20, 10. 
This Agreement amended the original 1981 Agreement. 
Environment Canada, Grasslands National Park Interim 
Managemf^nt Guidelines (Canada Parks Service, 1991), 2, 7. 
Copies of the Canadian and Saskatchewan government documents 
are in my possession. 
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came in 1925, when a far-sighted newspaper editor, Lou 

Valentine, in Clay Center, Kansas suggested that the federal 

government create a national park out of the Kansas Flint 

Hills region. As would be the case in future attempts to 

create a national park in the tallgrass region, nature lovers 

throughout the United States applauded his sentiments while 

Kansas ranchers "massacred" him politically.22 

Thus, the federal government rejected Valentine's 

suggestion for a Tallgrass Prairie National Park. In the 

1930s, however, in the wake of the Dust Bowl on the Southern 

Plains, environmental groups, such as the Ecological Society 

of America and the Committee on the Ecology of Grasslands of 

22Gary Naughton, "Issues Confronting the Proposed 
National Park in Kansas," (paper delivered at the 24th Annual 
Meeting of the American Range Management Society, 17 February 
1971) . Unless otherwise noted, further references will be 
cited as Naughton Papers. Naughton did not identify the 
editor who first suggested a' national park in the tallgrass 
region; but, the Clay Center Dispatch published an article 
stating that the editor worked for that newspaper. Undated 
photocopy of the article, Naughton papers. Ms. Kathy Haney, 
curator of the Clay County Museum, told me that there were 
three newspapers in Clay Center in 1925: two dailies--The 
Clay Center Economist (1915-1935) and The Clay Center 
Dispatch Republican (1871-present)--and a weekly. The Clay 
Center Times (? - 1935). Ms. Haney stated that D.C. Hemphill 
owned the Economist. She was uncertain about the Dispatch 
Republican, but thought that Ray[mond] Brightwiser edited 
that newspaper in 1925. She also noted that Dale and Louis 
Valentine owned and edited the Times in 1925 and that they 
purchased the Dispatch Republican "just prior to World War 
II" and changed the name to Clav Center Dispatch. Ms. Haney 
believed that it was possibly Lou Valentine who wrote the 
editorial in question, as "he was interested in things like 
that." 
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the National Research Council, began calling for grassland 

preservation. Victor E. Shelford, who had been studying 

animal-plant relationships since 1915, led the efforts to 

create a grasslands national park. Shelford, who also served 

as the 1933 Chair of the Ecological Society of America's 

Committee for the Study of Plant and Animal Communities, 

correctly noted that Great Plains national parks and 

monuments were established to preserve features--"badlands, 

outlying mountains, etc."--other than grasslands and were 

"not typical of the great grassland community."23 

What Shelford and the ecological organizations allegedly 

wanted to create was a grasslands national monument. The 

site, however, would have been a national monument in name 

only. Shelford and his cohorts believed that the monument 

should contain at least 1 million acres, which is certainly 

national park size. In addition to size, the monument's 

mission of preserving large mammals native to the Great 

Plains in their natural wild state coincided with the goals 

of national parks. The only criteria that would justify 

calling the site a national monument was scientific: the 

monument would serve as a research and check area 

23Victor E. Shelford, "The Nature Sanctuary Idea," 
Audubon Magazine (November-December, 1941) : 508-9; Shelford, 
"List of Reserves That May Serve as Nature Sanctuaries of 
National and International Importance in Canada, the United 
States, and Mexico," Ecology 22 (January, 1941): 105-6. 
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(a) for the study of the interactions of the plants and 
animals with as much of the original plains biota 
restored as possible, 

(b) to work out the basis for natural control of 
grassland 
pests and the origin of their outbreaks, 

(c) to provide a check area for grassland areas 
undergoing management.24 

In an effort to find a suitable site for a Great Plains 

National Park or Monument, the National Park Service, 

periodically since 1932, has examined grassland areas in 

Kansas, Oklahoma, Nebraska, Colorado, the Dakotas, and 

Montana.25 The most productive studies that the Park Service 

authorized to identify grassland areas suitable for inclusion 

in the National Park System were conducted by Victor H. 

Cahalane in 1937, F.W. Albertson in 1956, and Gerald W. 

Tomaneck in 1958. In addition to these three inquiries, E. 

Raymond Hall submitted a recommendation in 1954 that the NPS 

24shelford, "The Nature Sanctuary Idea," 506-9. 

25ibid.; Shelford, "List of Reserves," 104-6. Those 
areas that the NPS found as suitable lay within an elliptical 
area encompassing western Kansas, eastern Colorado, western 
Nebraska, eastern Wyoming, western South Dakota, western 
North Dakota, and eastern Montana. This elliptical area, 
which contained mainly unplowed land more suitable to grazing 
than to crops, also included Theodore Roosevelt National 
Recreation Demonstration Area, the Black Hills and South 
Dakota Badlands, and Scotts Bluff National Monument. Later 
studies indicated that Kansas and Oklahoma contained sites 
that might be suitable for a Tallgrass Prairie National park. 
See National Park Service, Proposed Prairie National Park. 
Kans.. Qkla. (Washington, DC: GPO, 1979), 47. 
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create two prairie national parks: "one of short grass on 

the Great Plains and one of tall grass farther east."26 

Hall, who early in his career worked to stop the 

elimination of predators in the national parks, became one of 

the foremost proponents of a Tallgrass Prairie National Park. 

In his publications on the prairies, he echoed much of 

Shelford's argument that a grassland park would provide a 

wealth of scientific information for researchers. Hall 

consistently noted that a national park in the grasslands 

possibly had an even higher value: "preserving a sample of 

tall-grass [sic] prairie is to make its beauty available to 

all persons."27 

Part of Hall's concern for the decline of grassland 

areas that could be preserved adequately was illustrated in a 

tale that he told about the Illinois State Legislature. 

Concerned by the decreasing number of tallgrass prairie areas 

remaining in the United States, an Illinois state 

26E. Raymond Hall, "The Prairie National Park," National 
Parks Magazine (February, 1962): 5; Congress, House, The 
Prairie National Park: Extension of Remarks of Hon. Robert 
F. Ellsworth. 87th Cong., 2d sess.. Congressional Record, 
vol. 108, pt. 23, daily ed. 8 April 1962), A2919-21. Hall's 
article so impressed Kansas Representative Robert F. 
Ellsworth that he introduced the article in its entirety into 
the Congressional Record. 

27Hall, "The Prairie National Park," 7; Hall, "Tallgrass 
Prairie National Park," American Forests 77 (December, 1971): 
18. 
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representative introduced a bill into the State Legislature 

in the 1930s to set aside some of the prairies from which 

Illinois derived its nickname, the "Prairie State." The bill 

easily moved through the legislative session until one of the 

legislators noted that several years earlier a farmer had 

plowed the last prairie area suitable for preservation. For 

Hall, time for saving the tallgrass prairies was running 

out.28 

By 1961 the National Park Service, swayed by an 

accumulation of prairie studies, selected an area in 

Pottawatomie County, Kansas as a possible Prairie National 

Park site. Shortly after the NPS identified a feasible 

prairie park site, members of the Kansas Congressional 

delegation began introducing legislation into Congress 

calling for the establishment of a national park in the 

grasslands.29 

Although Congress failed to establish a Tallgrass 

Prairie National Park in the 1960s, for reasons that will be 

discused later, the National Park Service continued to 

explore the possibility of creating a national park in the 

grasslands. The Department of the Interior, in a 1969 policy 

28Hall, "The Prairie National Park," 8; Hall, "Tallgrass 
Prairie National Park," 19. 

29Hall, "The Prairie National Park," 5. 
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guidelines statement, provided added impetus for preserving 

portions of the grasslands as a national park: 

The National Park System should protect and exhibit the 
best examples of our great national landscapes, 
riverscapes and shores and undersea environments; the 
processes which formed them; the life communities that 
grow and dwell therein; and the important landmarks of 
our history. There are serious gaps and inadequacies 
which must be remedied while opportunities still exist 
if the System is to fulfill the people's need always to 
see and understand their heritage of history and the 
natural world.30 

The Park Service responded to this policy statement by 

creating a two part study, "History" and "Natural History." 

The goal was to identify those "gaps" in the System and 

recommend sites that would fill them, thereby "rounding out 

the System."31 

Part One. History assessed national park sites according 

to 9 historical themes, 43 subthemes, and 281 major facets. 

Part One indicated that a grasslands national park could be 

represented in 5 of the 9 historical themes and 41 of the 281 

major facets significant to the nation's cultural heritage. 

30Department of Interior, Policy Guidelines for the 
National Park Service. June 18. 1969. Quoted in National 
Park Service, Part One of the National Park Service Plan: 
History (Washington, DC: GPO, 1972), iii. 

31ibid.; National Park Service, Part Two of the National 
Park Service Plan: Natural History (Washington, DC: GPO, 
1972), 1; Ronald A. Foresta, America's National Parks and 
Their Keepers (Washington, DC: Resources for the Future, 
Inc., 1984), 111-17. 
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Yet, only three of those themes and 16 of major facets were 

actually represented by national parks on the Plains. 

According to this evaluation, a grasslands national park 

would provide a number of historical themes and facets that 

were poorly represented, or missing, in the National Park 

System.32 

As important as creating a grasslands national park for 

historical reasons. Part Two. Natural History was more 

influential in NPS efforts to establish a tallgrass prairie 

park. Part Two used Fenneman's Physiographic Divisions of 

the United States (1928) to describe 32 regions and 33 

natural history themes that were represented in each park. 

According to the 1970 study, the National Park System had a 

"fairly good representation" of mixed grass prairie in tracts 

at Badlands National Monument, Wind Cave National Park, Piatt 

National Park, and Theodore Roosevelt National Memorial Park. 

The short grass plains and the tall grass prairies, however, 

were not represented at all in any natural region of the 

National Park System.33 After 1970, the Park Service would 

look for suitable sites for grasslands parks that would 

32National Park Service, Part One: History. 1-77; 
National Park Service, Proposed Prairie National Park. 
Kans./Okla. (Washington, DC: GPO, 1979), 102. 

33National Park Service, Part Two: Natural History. 63, 
67; National Park Service, Proposed Prairie National Park. 
Kans./Qkla.. 101. 
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represent significant historical and natural "gaps" in the 

System. 

Park proponents used the NPS' study to provide more 

ammunition for their arguments for a grasslands national 

park. Part One, for example, emphasized that a prairie 

national park would preserve a part of the landscape that 

"formed one of the great sagas of our national history."34 

If the federal government did not act to preserve a piece of 

the prairies, future generations would be deprived of the 

wonder that pioneers felt "as . . . they crossed the 

seemingly endless sea of grass" and "beheld an abundance that 

must have seemed . . . inexhaustible."35 A Prairie National 

Park represented a "frontier," where overland trails and the 

sod houses played a significant role in shaping the American 

character. Losing the chance to preserve a piece of that 

frontier (let alone prairie ecosystems) would keep Americans 

from experiencing a "world-class preserve" that has a 

"colorful past" and "the opportunity for a splendid 

future."36 

34A1 Bohling, "Tallgrass Prairie Park," National Parks & 
Conservation Magazine 45 (March, 1971): 7. 

35"A Prairie National Park," New York Times. 22 December 
1961: 22; Hall, "Tallgrass Prairie National Park," 18. 

36Edgar Wayburn and Douglas Scott, "To Preserve a 
Prairie," Sierra (July/August, 1988): 40; Brett Hulsey, 
"Splendor in the Tallgrass," Sierra (July/August, 1988): 41; 
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Further support for a Prairie National Park was espoused 

in numerous publications from the 1960s to the 1990s. The 

New York Times, for example, carried several articles and 

editorials that endorsed NPS and Congressional efforts to 

establish a national park in the grasslands.37 Journals, 

such as Natural History.38 American Heritage.39 and National 

Geographic.40 also carried articles addressing the need for a 

prairie national park. While the New York Times editorials 

focused on preserving the grasslands for their role in the 

Jane Smiley, "So Shall We Reap," Sierra (March/April, 1994), 
74-82, 140-41. 

37"Prairie National Park is Urged for County in 
Northeastern Kansas, New York Times. 20 August 1961: 
52;"Prairie National Park," New York Times. 7 September 1961: 
34; Robert Pearman, "Plan for Saving a Corner of the Lone 
Prairie," New York Times. 12 November 1961: 17; "Rancher 
Ejects 'Trespasser' Udall," New York Times. 5 December 1961: 
1, 28; "A Wind Across the Prairies," New York Times. 5 
September 1963: 30; Phillip Shabecoff, "Hope for a Prairie 
Preserve in Oklahoma," New York Times. 23 July 1985: 12; 
Jennifer Ackerman, "Oklahoma's Tallgrass Prairie: The Osage 
Hills Offer a Glimpse into America's Past," New York Times. 
Sunday, 3 October 1993: 8-10, 20.. 

38Marilyn Coffey, "In Praise of the Plains," Natural 
History 90 (November, 1981): 55-60. 

39wayne Fields, "Lost Horizon," American Heritage 39 
(April, 1988): 54-64. 

40Dennis Farney, "The Tallgrass Prairie: Can It Be 
Saved?," National Geographic (January, 1980): 37-61; Douglas 
H. Chadwick, The American Prairie: Roots of the Sky, " 
National Geographic (October, 1993): 90-119. 



289 

nation's historical development, the journal articles 

addressed saving the prairies for natural history reasons. 

In addition to individuals who wanted to preserve the 

prairies and the National Park Service, Prairie National Park 

proponents included a diverse listing of environmental 

organizations: The Nature Conservancy, the Sierra Club, the 

National Wilderness Federation, the National Parks and 

Conservation Association at the national level; the National 

Parks Advisory Board at the governmental level; and the Save 

the Tallgrass Prairie, Inc. and People for a Prairie Park 

task force of the Citizens Environmental Council, as well as 

local chambers of commerce, at the local level. National, 

state, and local organizations have consistently endorsed the 

need for preserving the prairies in their national and local 

publications. 

These national organizations have endorsed a grasslands 

national park either in the Flint Hills of eastern Kansas or 

the Osage Hills of northern Oklahoma. National groups based 

their support for a Prairie National Park on the fact that 

most of the nation's other major original landforms were 

preserved in the National Park System. Yet, the prairies, 

which covered almost a fifth of the continent, some 250 

million acres, were not included in the system, and were 
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vanishing at a rapid rate. As the prairies vanished, so did 

the fragile and the often irreplaceable ecosystems.41 

One of the most active organizations concerned with 

prairie preservation is The Nature Conservancy. This 

"doughty defender of little prairies" is probably the 

"spearhead [organization] of national prairie preservation." 

When John Madson wrote that description of The Nature 

Conservancy in 1982, the Conservancy had acquired at least 59 

tallgrass prairie sites in the Midwest."̂ 2 since that time, 

the number has increased and includes a 30,000 acre ranch in 

the Osage Hills of Oklahoma, which is discussed at the end of 

this chapter. 

In addition to The Nature Conservancy, one of the 

strongest proponents for a Tallgrass Prairie National Park 

has been The National Parks and Conservation Association 

(NPCA). After publishing Dr. Hall's 1961 article, "The 

Prairie National Park," in the Association's magazine, the 

NPCA continued to endorse a grasslands national park, as well 

4lMadonna Luers King, "Preserving the Tallgrass 
Prairie," Sierra (May/June, 1984): 73-6; Leland Payne, "Last 
Chance for the Tall Grass Prairie," National Wildlife 9 
(August/September, 1971): 25-6; "The Prairie Is Still There," 
Audubon 77 (January, 1975): 128; Richard Manning, "The 
Prairie Indomitable," Audubon 96 (September/ October, 1994): 
34-5. 

42John Madson, Where the Skv Began: Land of the 
Tallgrass Prairie (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1982), 
264-5. 
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as support those national parks already in existence on the 

Great Plains.43 m addition to publishing articles 

supporting a Tallgrass Prairie National Park, the NPCA has 

worked tirelessly to see such a park established. These 

efforts, as will be discussed later, were rewarded in 

December, 1994.44 

The Sierra Club, while not participating in land 

purchases, has been active in grasslands' preservation 

attempts. The organization lists among its victories the 

successful lobbying of Congress to include sections of the 

43The following are examples of the articles that 
appeared in National Parks Magazine since Hall's 1961 piece: 
Bohling, "Tallgrass Prairie Park," 45 (March, 1971): 7-10; 
Paul M. Tilden, "Ocean of Grass," 45 (March, 1971): 4-5; 
James P. Jackson, "Visions of Prairie Parks," 47 (June, 
1973): 23-6; Jan S. Carton, "Time to Save The Vanishing 
Prairie," (September, 1975): 4-9; "Prairie National Park," 52 
(July, 1978): 21; Durwood Allen, "A Proposal: Great Plains 
National Park," (August, 1977): 4-9; Steven Jay Parcells, 
"How Long the Tallgrass . . . ?," 54 (April, 1980): 4-8; 
Robert Pierce, "Shaping a Tallgrass Sanctuary," 59 
(March/April, 1985): 28-9; Carter Revard, "To Make a 
Prairie," 59 (March/April, 1985): 22-7; Laura Gilbert, "New 
Hope Arises for Tallgrass Preserve," 61 (November/December, 
1987): 10. 

44"NPCA Makes Plans to Protect Prairie," National Parks 
68 (May/June, 1994): 8-9; "NPCA and Park Trust Act to Protect 
Prairie," National Parks 68 (July/August, 1994): 14-16; Paul 
C. Pritchard, "A Prairie Park," National Parks 68 
(September/October, 1994): 4; "Tallgrass Legislation Ready 
for Congress," National Parks 68 (September/October, 1994): 
20; "Prairie Park Preview," National Parks 6 
(November/December 1994): 48; Amy Linn, "Treaty in the 
Tallgrass," Audubon 97 (March/April, 1995): 118-123. 
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Niobrara and Missouri Rivers as part of the National Wild and 

Scenic River System; helping to keep nuclear-waste-storage 

sites out of Kansas, North and South Dakota, and Wyoming; 

preventing the Oahe Diversion Project (Water Reclamation) in 

South Dakota; and protecting a major Central Flyway wetland, 

the Cheyenne Bottom in Kansas.45 

According to a 1994 issue of the Sierra Club's official 

magazine, the organization does not intend to rest on its 

laurels. Instead, the Sierra Club has adopted a rather 

ambitious agenda for preserving the North American prairies: 

establish a system of national parks and monuments 
including the Flint Hills of Kansas and the Sand Hills-
Niobrara Valley of Nebraska. 

Reform U.S. Forest Service policies regarding grazing, 
oil-and-gas development, and coal mining on the national 
grasslands. 

Implement agricultural policies that mandate erosion 
control, groundwater protection, crop diversification, 
and biological pest control. 

Enact waste-storage programs in every state and province 
to protect them from becoming dumping grounds for 
nuclear, toxic, and solid wastes. 

Protect waterfowl nesting and breeding grounds in North 
Dakota and Manitoba.46 

45"North American Prairie: Land As Big As the Sicy, " 
Sierra (March/April, 1994): 81. 

46ibid. 
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The Sierra Club's Kansas and Oklahoma Chapters, as well 

as local interests, have been willing to gamble on those 

tourists who might be enticed to stop in the grasslands for 

an extra day in order to see buffalo, pronghorn, deer, and 

prairie chickens. In Kansas, for example, park proponents 

estimated that, the 40 million tourists crossing the state on 

their way to somewhere else would spend approximately $80 

million if they could be enticed to stay in the state an 

extra day. To these park supporters, a national prairieland 

park would go hand-in-hand with local county fairs and 

rodeos.47 

In 1970, Secretary of the Interior Walter Hickle, a 

native Kansan, revived the Tallgrass Prairie National Park 

proposal. Hickle, however, placed the onus of acquiring the 

land on the Kansas government's back. Kansas Governor Robert 

Docking, who strongly supported the movement for a national 

park in the Flint Hills, asked the state legislature to 

create a special commission to study the possibility of 

establishing a national park in Kansas. The Kansas senate 

passed Docking's feasibility study bill, but the bill stalled 

in the House. Nevertheless, Governor Docking created a 15 

47Michael Frome, "The Un-Greening of Our National 
Parks," National Parks in Crisis, ed. Eugenia Horstman 
Connally (Washington, DC: National Park & Conservation 
Association, 1982), 48 -50. Hall, "The Prairie National 
Park," 8; Wayburn and Scott, "To Preserve a Prairie," 40 
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person committee to study the issues relating to Hickle's 

Tallgrass Prairie National Park proposal.48 

Docking instructed the committee to work with the NPS in 

accomplishing three tasks: (1) determine if a national park 

should be created in Kansas; (2) decide where the park should 

be located and- how large the park should be; and (3) initiate 

the process by which the State of Kansas would acquire the 

land required for the national park. The governor's 

committee was unable to function, as President Richard Nixon 

replaced Secretary Hickle with Rogers P. Morton before the 

committee could meet. Morton had other priorities in 

creating national parks. Without support from the Department 

of the Interior, Kansas' efforts at establishing the 

Tallgrass Prairie National Park came to naught.49 

The federal government argued that creating a Tallgrass 

Prairie National Park would not affect the region's tax base 

and points to recent policy in creating new parks. According 

to that policy, the federal government pays for ten years to 

the local subdivisions the full taxes that the land taken for 

the park would have paid. After the first ten years, the 

government would decrease the taxes paid by five percent per 

year for twenty years, by which time government payments in 

48unsigned, undated letter to Naughton, 2-3, Naughton 
papers. 

49ibid., 3; Naughton, "Prairie National Park," 1. 
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lieu of taxes would be completely phased out. Thus, loss of 

the tax base would be negligible. Opponents of the park, 

however, counter with the argument that in-lieu tax payments 

are not guaranteed.50 

Losing low-value agricultural property as a tax base was 

not as devastating as people believed. As a matter of fact, 

creating a Prairie National Park could have added benefits 

that most opponents refused to consider. First, changing the 

land usage to commercial or residential use would have 

increased the land's value. As the park attracted 

entrepreneurs to the region, new taxable property and 

increased economic activity from tourist oriented services 

would have offset the losses incurred when farm land was 

removed from the tax rolls. Receipts from sales taxes would 

have increased, which would have also added to the tax base 

and decreased the property tax losses. In addition to these 

benefits. Park Service personnel and tourist spending would 

50prairie National Park Natural History Association, 
"Tallgrass Prairie National Park: Local Problems and 
Possible Solutions - Questions and Probable Answers," 15 
September 1971. Personal letter, Naughton to Elaine Shea, 
Shawnee Mission, Kansas, 5 February 1975. Naughton indicated 
that he told the League of Women Voters that it was NPS 
policy to make in-lieu tax payments when he should have 
stated NPS policy appeared to encourage in-lieu payments. 
Naughton based his statement on NPS attempted or intended in-
lieu payments at Grand Teton National Park, Cape Hatteras 
National Seashore, and Cape Cod National Seashore. Naughton 
Papers. 
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have increased area residents' income, thereby making it 

possible for them to bear any property tax increase that 

might have occurred after the NPS created a national park in 

the area.51 

Proponents of a grasslands national park are quick to 

point out that, tax losses would only be temporary and that 

construction of tourist facilities, such as restaurants, 

motels, gift shops, gas stations, and stores, would 

compensate for those losses within a few years. Proponents 

also note that withdrawing the land from the tax rolls would 

mean a corresponding reduction in maintenance services that 

taxable property necessitates. Additionally, creating a 

national park in the area would cause property values to 

increase, which would also offset any tax loss, and allow 

local governments to continue providing any needed 

maintenance services. Increasing property values would, of 

course, benefit those residents willing to sell their land to 

the federal government. For those individuals opposed to a 

national park, or any other kind of national reserve. 

5lGlenn H. Miller, Jr., "The Proposed Prairie National 
Park," Kansas Business Review 14 (December, 1961): 2-8. 
Miller's report noted that the state would loose $60,000 in 
tax revenues, but would make $6 million dollars from tourist 
spending. Miller's report was a factor in the creation of 
the Prairie National Park Natural History Association. This 
group's goal was to acquire prairieland that they could 
donate to the federal government as a part of the Prairie 
National Park. Miller was the assistant director of the 
Kansas Business Review. 
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increasing property values and increasing taxes would only 

stiffen their resolve against park efforts. If nothing else, 

this feature would turn nearby residents not willing to sell, 

against a national park or any other type of national 

reserve.52 Those residents willing to sell would, of course, 

do quite well .if the government bought their property. 

Despite the support that various individuals and 

organizations have given to creating a national park in the 

grasslands, the National Park Service has failed in its 

efforts to establish a Great Plains National Park. This 

failure to create a national park that preserves the 

grasslands ecosystem has resulted from both the perception 

that national parks should contain monumental scenery and 

from local landovmers and other citizens who adamantly oppose 

a national park on the Plains. 

The NPS' early abeyance in creating a successful 

national park on the Great Plains resulted from the agency's 

policy of including only landforms that were "rugged," or 

"spectacular."53 while the National Park Service has moved 

away from using monumentalism as its only criteria for 

52Naughton to Elaine Shea, Shavmee Mission, Kansas, 5 
February 1975, Naughton Papers; Miller, "The Proposed 
Prairie National Park," 8. 

53Alfred Runte, National Parks: The American Experience 
Second Edition, Revised (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1987), 55. 
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national park site designation, the American public has 

remained rooted in the Mather-Albright tradition of 

monumental and spectacular scenery. Additionally, most of 

the land in the Great Plains has been privatized and the 

federal government has been hesitant to use its power of 

eminent domain in seizing land that has commercial value.54 

Those landowners and citizens who oppose a grasslands 

national park often present several reasons that counter the 

few arguments that proponents submit as rationale for 

establishing a Plains park. Opposing concerns over the 

creation of a Tallgrass Prairie National Park are generally 

based on a misunderstanding or misrepresentation of and a 

suspicious regard towards government regulations and on 

political ideology. 

Paradoxically, park proponents who promoted the 

environmental and economic benefits that a national park 

would provide, faced an equally valid argument against 

creating a national park in the region. An increase in 

tourist activities would lead to the destruction of the 

environmental qualities that the park had been created to 

54ibid., 49. This concept of land values forms the 
basis of Runte's "worthless lands" thesis, that Congress was 
only willing to create national parks out of lands that had 
no commercial (timber, mineral, grazing, or agricultural) 
value. Since Congress has yet to create a national park on 
the Great Plains, Runte's thesis still has merit in this 
region. 
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protect. Growing population pressures would bring "congestion 

and noise, development, road construction, and traffic."55 

In addition to destroying the features that the park was 

meant to protect, a park that attracted large numbers of 

tourists would have a detrimental effect on the region's 

general quality of life.56 

The ideal of the yeoman farmer and the rugged 

individualist remains a traditional role in this region. 

Pampering tourists as an economic activity would only serve 

to undermine the independent image of the Plains 

farmer/stoclonan. A Wyoming rancher indicated his opposition 

to tourism by noting that "What it comes down to is your wife 

and daughters go to work cooking for tourists and making 

their beds, and your son is driving a bus around for them or 

whatever. I'm sure that's fine for some people, but I'd 

rather stay on the land and starve right along with the rest 

of the cowboys."57 TO this rugged individual, tourism would 

55samuel P. Hays, Beauty. Health, and Permanence: 
Environmental Politics in the United States. 1955-1985 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 430-2. 

56ibid.; National Park Service, Special Resources Study: 
Z-Bar (Spring Hill) Ranch. Chase County. Kansas. 2, "Appendix 
B," 15-23. 

57Quoted in Deborah Epstein Popper and Frank J. Popper, 
Jr., "The Fate Of the Plains" in from High Country News: 
Reopening the Western Frontier. Ed Marston, ed. (Washington, 
DC: Island Press, 1989), 110. This article is an expanded 
version of the one that originally appeared in Planning 
Magazine 53 (December, 1987): 12-18. 
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have three negative influences on the local ranchers' 

lifestyles: (1) it would remove some of the authenticity of 

their lives; (2) it would demean their sense of independence; 

and (3) it would give added importance to the local 

concession ovmers. To lose their way of life would mean 

abandoning their identity a price they are not willing to 

pay. 

Individuals opposed to creating a park for tourism's 

sake have questioned tourism's effect in other national 

parks. They specifically pointed out that previous tourist 

attractions had not lived up to park proponents' 

expectations. These opponents claimed that the parks 

actually cost the community hundreds of jobs and that those 

people who lost their jobs received government subsidies 

while learning a new trade.58 TO these rugged individuals, 

the idea of the government taking productive farm land and 

the jobs that go with that land is something too odious to 

consider. Yet, the farmers' ambiguous actions belie their 

noble sentiments. For instance, farmers and ranchers have 

accepted government subsidies for not growing or harvesting 

58congress, Senate, Committee on Energy and Natural 
Resources, Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve: Hearing 
before the Subcommittee on Public Lands. National Parks and 
Forests. 100th Cong., 2nd sess., 26 May 1988, 203. Many of 
those who testified at the hearing mentioned the same points 
as the basis for their opposition. These citations reflect 
the testimony in which the argument first appeared or added 
additional information to the original testimony. 
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their crops as long as the government allowed them to 

maintain control of the land and its use. Therefore, losing 

control of the land appears to be the farmers' biggest fear 

and their primary reason for obstructing a national park's 

establishment in the area. 

Paradoxically, opposition to the creation of a Plains 

National Park has often, inadvertently, originated from the 

very group that derived the most pleasure from such 

preservation efforts--the tourist. To Americans, national 

parks have meant monumental scenery--tall trees, even taller 

mountains, spectacular waterfalls, and beautiful lakes. 

Tourists expected to see scenes similar to those found in 

paintings by Albert Bierstadt and Thomas Moran.59 Tourists, 

looking for that type of panoramic scenery as they drove 

across the Great Plains, however, saw only the flat and 

monotonous grasslands. Rather than find some kind of romance 

or beauty in the apparent emptiness of the Plains, visitors 

were more likely to remember the Hollywood image of "dust and 

hardships of covered wagon days and the threat of Indians."60 

Contemporary travelers, therefore, view the region with a 

similar eye to Nineteenth Century emigrants who perceived the 

59Ronald A. Forrestra, America's National Parks and 
Their Keepers (Washington DC: Resources for the Future, 
1984), 1. 

60Bohling, "Tallgrass Prairie Park," 7; James P. 
Jackson, "Visions of Prairie Parks," National Parks & 
r^nservation Magazine 47 (June 1973): 23-4. 
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Plains solely as a dreaded obstacle to be endured so that 

they could enjoy the scenic rewards of the mountains or the 

Pacific coast.61 

Recent statistics reflected American's continued 

obsession for "spectacular scenery." In a 1987 New York 

Times article,. titled the "Ten Most Popular Parks," this 

reality was clearly exposed. Based on number of visitors 

touring the various National Parks, these statistics revealed 

that most visitors traveled to those parks that consisted of 

mountains, rugged shoreline, canyons, and Eastern caves.62 

By 1993, public opinion had not changed much. The Denver 

Post, in 1994, listed the "Most Popular National Parks and 

Their Fees." In the later article, seven of the Times "Ten 

Most Popular Parks" were in the Post's "Top Twenty. "63 if 

6lNeil Evernden, "Beauty and Nothingness: Prairie as 
Failed Resource," Landscape 27 (1983): 1. 

62isjew York Times. "The 10 Most Popular Parks, " 5 July 
1987: sec. IV, 7. Those parks were the Great Smokey 
Mountains, N.C., TN. (9,836,300), Acadia, ME (3,929,100), 
Grand Canyon, AZ (3,035,800), Olympic, WA (2,940,000), 
Yosemite, CA (2,363,700), Rocky Mountain, CO (2,408,200), 
Yellowstone, WY, MT, ID (2,363,800), Shenandoah, VA 
(1,844,000), Zion, UT (1,670,500), Mammoth Cave, KY 
(1,646,700) . 

63nf̂ nver Post. "Most Popular National Parks and Their 
Fees," 13 March 1994: llA. The Post's "Top Twenty" were 
Golden Gate National Recreation Area, CA (15,309,338, Great 
Smokey Mountains National Park, NC, TN (9,277,261, Lake Mead 
National Recreation Area NV (9,021,922), Gulf Islands 
National Seashore, FL, MS (5,460,362), Cape Cod National 
Seashore, MA (5,153,211), Grand Canyon National Park, AZ 
(4,529,504), Statue of Liberty National Monument, NY 
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anything, the Post's list indicates a growing attraction to 

National Park Service administered sites in, or near, large 

urban areas. 

Despite the grasslands unique and spectacular 

features, Americans looking for "monumental" scenery have 

disregarded th^ grasslands and their distinctive 

characteristics.64 TWO examples that reinforce the idea that 

Americans do not find grasslands scenery attractive are 

Theodore Roosevelt and Badlands National Parks. Theodore 

Roosevelt National Park attracted over a million visitors 

once, in 1972, and over a 40 year period, 1948 to 1988, has 

recorded a total 18,004,429 visitors. The average length of 

stay at Theodore Roosevelt National Park's Painted Canyon 

Overlook, a pull-out site with a fully equipped visitors' 

(4,109,800), Chesapeake & Ohio Canal National Historic Park, 
MD, D.C, WV (4,012,589, Delaware Water Gap National 
Recreation Area, PA, NJ (3,970,585), Yosemite National Park, 
CA (3,809,874), San Francisco Maritime National Historic 
Park, CA (3,340,452), Independence National Historic Park, PA 
(3,140,510, Cape Hatteras National Seashore, NC (3,042,816), 
Yellowstone National Park, ID, MT, WY (2,934,298), 
Chattahoochee River National Recreation Area, GA (2,840,853), 
Rocky Mountain National Park, CO (2,759,770), Olympic 
National Park, WA (2,666,821), Point Reyes National Seashore, 
CA (2,619,544), Acadia National Park, ME (2,615,194), and 
Grand Teton National Park, WY (2,589,650). 

64Tilden, "Oceans of Grass," 4; Alfred Runte, National 
Parks: The American Experience, caption under photograph 
opposite page 17. 
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center on Interstate 94, is 14 minutes; at the South Unit, 

adjacent to Medora, North Dakota, is 2.2 hours; and at the 

North Unit, approximately 70 miles to the north, is 2 hours. 

The Park Service notes that most of these visitors are either 

on their way to or from South Dakota's Black Hills region or 

the larger Rocky Mountain area national parks. Moreover, the 

NPS also points out that even these statistics may be skewed 

due to the large number of local residents who use the park's 

campgrounds and picnic sites.65 

Badlands National Park presents much the same picture. 

Most visitors do not choose Badlands National Park as their 

final destination. Like, the Overland emigrants, most 

tourists who stop at Badlands National Park are usually on 

their way somewhere else. Approximately one million people 

visit the park each year, but these visitors do not stay 

overnight in the park. The average time that people spend at 

Badlands National Park is 3 to 4 hours, usually driving along 

the main loop which stretches for 30 miles between the 

Northeast and Pinnacles Entrance Stations before joining I-

90, which continues west to Rapid City and the sights in the 

Black Hills. The NPS created some twenty wayside exhibits 

65National Park Service, Statement for Management: 
Theodore Roosevelt National Park (Washington, DC: GPO, 
1989),16-17; National Park Service, Master Plan: Theodore 
Roosevelt National Memorial Park (Washington, DC: GPO, 
1973), 23. 
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and self-guided tours in hopes that some of the visitors 

might remain for a longer period at Badlands National Park 

and tour the two other areas Park, the Sage Creek Basin and 

the South Unit, which receive substantially less 

visitation.66 

Still, the general public's early lack of appreciation 

for the Great Plains and its subtle beauty extended into the 

National Park Service. More often than not, NPS officials 

themselves continued to favor the creation of new parks based 

on the outdated idea of "monumentalism. " Many of the Park 

Service officials clung to the old Mather-Albright criteria 

for preservation. They adhered to this outdated perception 

despite the introduction of a new ideology which encouraged 

the preservation of representative ecosystems. To dissenting 

officials, a Tallgrass Prairie preserve, which would protect 

a slice of the prairie ecosystem, belonged under the 

jurisdiction of the National Wildlife Refuge System.67 

Tourists crossing the Great Plains and NPS officials 

were not alone in their attraction to rugged landscapes and 

wild terrain. Ironically, many people who grew up on the 

66National Park Service, Statement for Management: 
Badlands National Park (Washington, DC: GPO, 1990), 14; 
National Park Service, Natural Resource Management Plan: 
Badlands National Park (Washington, DC: GPO, 1984), 4. 

67Forestra, America's National Parks and Their Keepers. 
115. 
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Great Plains and who should appreciate the beauty of the 

commonplace, rated prairie scenes as "aesthetically poor." 

Americans have failed to value prairie scenery because there 

is no "scenery" to value. There is nothing on the landscape 

on which to focus. With their obsession with things, 

Americans becojne nervous when faced with a situation that has 

only experiential value.68 TO many individuals the 

astonishing expanse of land in this virtually silent 

"nothingness" was disconcerting at best, if not just 

downright overwhelming. More often than not, the 

overwhelming sensation of "emptiness" usually created an 

awareness of fearful vulnerability rather than a sense of 

respectful awe. 

This fearful sense of vulnerability, coupled with the 

region's apparent lack of beauty, has also influenced state 

legislators and members of Congress in regards to the 

creation of national parks on the Great Plains. To one of 

them, a park on the prairie might be too "bare boned. "69 

Doubts existed in legislators' minds about tourists willing 

to drive out of their way to see prairie wildlife such as 

68Evernden, "Beauty and Nothingness," 2-3, 8; Elwood L. 
Shafer, Jr., John F. Hamilton, Jr., and Elizabeth A. Schmidt, 
"Natural Landscape Preferences: A Predictive Model," Journal 
of Leisure Research 1 (1969), 1-19. 

69Joe Skubitz, quoted in William H. Cape, "A Place Where 
You Can See . . . Yesterday, Today, " Parks & Recreation 7 
(April 1972): 24. 
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buffalo, antelope, deer, and prairie chickens. In turn, 

Kansas ranchers were also quick to point out that the heat 

and wind create unbearable conditions during the July and 

August camping seasons, and that these factors would make 

camping insignificant as an outdoor recreation resource.70 

In addition to legislators' doubts about the 

profitability of a park on the Great Plains, there was also 

considerable opposition to the notion by local residents. 

Native farmers and ranchers who opposed a Tallgrass Prairie 

National Park perceived tourism as a luxury they could do 

without, especially if the federal government took their land 

to create a tourist attraction.71 Beyond the land issue, 

local opposition to tourism rested on two premises: tourists 

would ruin the land and, as with the Wyoming rancher 

mentioned earlier, tourists would demean the independence of 

the Plains inhabitants. An 87-year-old Flint Hills rancher 

complained that the creation of a Tallgrass Prairie National 

Park would ruin the "realistic part of it--the back-to-

nature- just-exactly-as-God-Almighty-made-it part"--by adding 

asphalt roads, comfort, and convenience stops.72 other 

70cape, "Yesterday, Today", 24; Naughton, "Issues 
Confronting the Proposed National Park in Kansas," 3, 
Naughton Papers. 

7lFrome, "The Un-Greening of Our National Parks," 48-50 

72orville Burtis, quoted in Farney, "Can It Be Saved?," 
48-50. 
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ranchers pointed out that large numbers of tourists would 

present a fire hazard to the grasslands and might even become 

casualties if fires did break out in the park.73 

Characteristically, these same ranchers changed their 

position when National Park Service officials pointed out the 

outstanding record that they had in fire management in the 

Plains national parks. These ranchers then responded with 

the contradictory argument that fire prevention on the 

prairies would allow woody plants and trees to take over the 

grasslands, thereby destroying the prairie atmosphere that 

the NPS wanted to preserve.74 The ranchers went on to claim 

that only cattle grazing on the prairies would efficiently 

control woody plants in the grasslands. 

Naturally, most cattlemen who had located their cattle 

grazing operations on lands that the National Park Service 

wanted to use for a national grassland park, were extremely 

critical of the proposal. Taking their lands and turning 

73cape, "Yesterday, Today," 26; Hall, "Tallgrass Prairie 
National Park," 19. Ranchers' arguments about fires in the 
park is an anthropocentric argument. Anglo-Americans have 
long seen prairie fires as detrimental to the grasslands. 
Fire, as discussed in Chapters 2 and 6, has been a part of 
the "just-as-God-made-it" prairies since before the first 
humans in North America. 

74unsigned, undated, personal communication to Gary G. 
Naughton. A xerox copy of the original, penciled 
communication and typed transcript of same is in my 
possession. 
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them into a 320,000 to 350,000-acre park or several smaller 

parks concerned these local land owners for several reasons. 

Although the National Park Service allowed private land 

ownership within the national parks, the local landowners' 

antagonism toward a national park in their region was so 

great that they viewed the setting aside of even one acre of 

land for a national park as "a severe threat to the entire 

[cattle ranching] industry."75 Qne acre for a national park, 

to them, would be similar to allowing the camel to get his 

nose in the tent.76 

The vocal protests of the cattlemen grew louder and 

stronger following a 1990 NPS feasibility study which 

approved acquisition of the Z-Bar (Spring Hill) Ranch in 

Chase County, Kansas, for inclusion in the National Park 

System. With deep concern Park Service officials listened to 

ranchers' apprehensions about a Grasslands National Park. 

The ranchers' arguments against a Great Plains National Park 

echoed the voices of previous opponents to the federal 

government's presence on the Great Plains. The ranchers 

believed that, even if the government did not take their 

grazing land, the federal government would impose so many 

restrictive grazing regulations that the ranchers would be 

forced out of business. Thus, the influence of park 

75Bohling, "Tallgrass Prairie Park," 10. 

76Hall, "Tallgrass Prairie National Park," 19 
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management would spread beyond the park's authorized 

boundaries. In addition to the fear of undue influence, 

local opponents perceived the federal government as being 

unwilling or unable to follow local customs regarding such 

matters as fire control and prescribed burning, livestock 

inoculations, watershed protection, fence repair, and 

informal access to adjacent properties.77 

Ranchers not only resented the idea that the government 

would take their land or somehow restrict their land use 

practices, they were vehemently opposed to a national park on 

the Plains if the federal government used the process of 

eminent domain to acquire the land.78 These ranchers' fears 

have remained unfounded since, historically speaking, the 

National Park Service has rarely exercised eminent domain as 

a means of acquiring park land. The ranchers confused the 

National Park Service with the Bureau of Reclamation and the 

United States Army, two other government agencies that have 

not been quite so shy about using the power of eminent 

domain. 

An example of this confusion appeared in 1962 during a 

Park Service study for a proposed national park in 

Pottawatomie County, Kansas. In the ten years preceding the 

77National Park Service, Special Resources Studv: Z-Bar 
(Soring Hill) Ranch. 3. 

78Farney, "Can It Be Saved?," 50. 
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1963 Tallgrass Prairie National Park proposal the federal 

government had taken approximately 200,000 acres of private 

land for a reservoir and a permanent army facility and was 

thinking about locating other federal dams in the area. To 

the local ranchers, many of whom had lost land to the 

government or who had friends whose farms were under water 

and who were unable to grasp the difference between reservoir 

inundations and parks, the "national government had already 

gone overlDoard ."79 

A stronger reaction to government land acquisition 

occurred in 1962 when Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall 

inspected possible park sites in Pottawatomie County, 

Kansas. National Park Service Director, Conrad Wirth and his 

assistants had met with local landowners to discuss Udall's 

trip and get the landowners' approval for the visitations. 

The landovniers had agreed to the inspection trip that was to 

take place by helicopter the following week. However, when 

Udall's helicopter set down on one of the acreages under 

consideration for inclusion in the proposed national park, a 

tenant farmer met the government officials and ordered them 

off the land.80 

79cape, "Yesterday, Today," 26. 

80conrad Wirth, Parks. Politics, and the People (Norman 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1980), 299; New York Times 
"Rancher Ejects 'Trespasser' Udall" 5 December 1961: 1,28; 
Cape, "Yester-day, Today," 23, 26. Cape's account of the 
incident portrays the tenant farmer as a "gun carrying 
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Udall returned to Westmoreland, Kansas, where the 

National Park Service was holding a public hearing on the 

proposed 60,000 acre prairie national park. Ranchers at this 

meeting presented Udall with two petitions of over two 

hundred signatures voicing opposition to the park proposal 

on the grounds, that the government was taking prime grazing 

land. Apparently, two hundred voices raised in opposition to 

the prairie park was enough to influence the Kansas 

Congressional delegation not to support a Tallgrass Prairie 

National Park. Consequently, in 1963, when Congress 

considered the proposal for a national grasslands park, Udall 

correctly predicted that Congress would succumb to the wishes 

rancher." Amy Linn, in a recent Audulpon article, has the 
rancher forcing Udall of his land with a "six-shooter" after 
being told that the administration planned to use eminent 
domain to take his land. Neither Wirth nor the New York 
Times article mentions any weapons being present during the 
confrontation. Photographs carried in the New York Times 5 
December 1961: 1, U.S. News and World Report (18 December 
1961): 8, and Time Magazine (1 December 1961): 19, show the 
rancher, Carl Bellinger with both Udall and Wirth. Bellinger 
appears to be unarmed. Ten years after the incident 
occurred, Bellinger was still a hero with the local 
residents. Congress never considered the Tallgrass National 
Park bill, as the proposal never made it out of the Senate 
Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs. "Park Gets A 
Going-Over," Manhattan Mercury, date missing, Naughton 
Papers. 
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of this special interest group, the American rancher, and 

that the proposal would fail.81 

Other stockmen who were opposed to the Park Service's 

plan for creating a national prairie park rallied to the 

Kansan war call and influenced their legislators and their 

Congressional delegations not to create a park in their area. 

With quick political acumen, they pointed out that adequate 

examples of grassland prairies already existed in conjunction 

with city parks, roadside parks, state parks, federally 

constructed reservoirs and even other national parks.82 

More importantly, these local ranchers viewed themselves 

as the most efficient protectors of the prairies. As 

inhabitants who constantly used the land, they claimed that 

it was they who best "[understood] and [abided] by the 

ecology pattern of the prairie."83 Despite landowners' 

8lNew York Times. "Rancher Ejects 'Trespasser' Udall" 5 
December 1961: 28. 

82cape, "Yesterday, Today," 24; Farney, "Can It Be 
Saved?," 50; National Park Service, Proposed Prairie National 
Park. Kans.. Okla.. 97. In 1979, the Park Service listed 3 
Plains' area national parks that contained representative 
samples (10,000 acres or more) of shortgrass and mixed 
prairies: Theodore Roosevelt National Memorial Park, 
Badlands National Monument, and Wind Cave National Park. 
Piatt National Park was listed as containing a "marginal" 
sample of tallgrass prairie. Grassland preservation, 
however, was not considered when these sites were 
established. 

83cape, "Yesterday, Today," 24. 
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contention that they knew how to expertly maintain the 

prairie's ecological balance, the ranchers' argument 

contained a very visible economic agenda that was based on 

cattle. These ranchers argued that prairie land left 

ungrazed by cattle becomes covered with shrubs and trees. 

Therefore, these rancher claimed that by grazing cattle on 

the land, that they would be recreating the activities of the 

wild animals, which in turn would keep the growth of trees 

and bushes at a minimum. If nothing else, ranchers pointed 

out that the uneaten grass would go to waste by decaying and 

turning into soil. While ranchers did not say it outright, 

the implied meaning was that grass that does not lead to 

profit is grass wasted. These ranchers asserted that leaving 

the grasslands untended, meaning ungrazed by cattle, provided 

breeding grounds for pests and predators such as grasshoppers 

and coyotes.84 AS noted in Chapter VI, ranchers, fearing the 

spread of burcellosis to their cattle, opposed introducing 

bison as a grazing animal into other national parks on the 

prairies, which the National Park Service would most 

certainly do in a tallgrass prairie national park. 

In addition to their role as the "environmental 

protectors of the prairies", landowners also perceived 

themselves as being responsible for "preserving the history, 

84ibid.; Hall, "Tallgrass Prairie National Park," 19 
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heritage, and culture" of the Great Plains. As one rancher 

in the Kansas Flint Hills stated, "The Flint Hills are a 

classic case of people living in harmony with their 

environment. We feel a park would destroy more than it would 

create."85 AS land managers, these cattlemen believed 

themselves to be more qualified than any distant bureaucracy 

to return plowed-up prairielands to grasslands, thereby, 

preserving the prairie ecosystem.86 The problem with this 

argument, however, is that tourists would never experience 

the Plains unique heritage and culture without the benefit of 

a national park, open to all of the public. In the meantime, 

privatization has barred tourists from appreciating the 

beauty and the wonder of the grasslands. 

Ranchers continued to defend their stake in the land by 

pointing out that creating a national park out of their prime 

grazing lands would negatively affect beef production. In 

testimony before a 1988 Congressional subcommittee hearing on 

the creation of a Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve in 

Osage County, Oklahoma, a past president of the Osage County, 

Oklahoma Cattlemen's Association stated that the Preserve 

"would mean a loss of beef production of 5 million pounds of 

85Farney, "Can It Be Saved?," 50 

86cape, "Yesterday, Today," 24. 
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beef per year, valued at 4 million dollars."87 Qne rancher, 

in fact, went so far as to declare that the park "would 

deprive 15,000 U. S. citizens of beef."88 

This threat of economic deprivation was not only a 

concern for cattlemen but also for those people involved in 

the petroleum industry. The creation of a Tallgrass Prairie 

National Park in Osage County, Oklahoma, for instance, would 

deprive oil producers, specifically the small, independent 

operators, of their livelihood. Drilling oil and natural gas 

wells on lands encompassed by the national park would be 

prohibited. Not only that, the oil lease holders expected 

the federal government to eventually expand the size of a 

prairie park, thereby further reducing access to the Osage 

mineral reserve. On top of future losses, the oil man would 

also lose his return on money already invested in the 

development of the area.89 while large oil companies could 

87congress, Senate, Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve. 
128. Letter to the editor, Manhattan Mercury from the Riley 
County (Kansas) Livestock Association, July 29, 1970. This 
letter listed eight ways that a Prairie National Park would 
inflict economic losses on the local ranchers. 

88Hall, "Tallgrass Prairie National Park," 19. In a 
Letter to the Editor, New York Times. "Prairie Park Opposed: 
Financial Hard-ship Foreseen for Kansas Cattle Raisers," 22 
December 1961: 22, Mrs. C. W. Pickering of Manhatten, Kansas, 
quoted from a speech that Director Wirth gave at Kansas State 
University that a prairie national park would "mean financial 
hardship, even ruin" for several ranchers in the area. 

89congress, Senate, Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve. 
102. 
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stand the loss of this money better than the smaller 

companies, which would probably be forced out of business, 

they would not like it. 

In order to allow both ranching and oil drilling 

activities to take place in the park, the NPS changed the 

wording of the park proposal from "park" to "preserve" in 

1983. Ranchers and oil men argued that, despite changing the 

proposal's wording, bureaucratic red-tape would stop cattle 

grazing and petroleum-related activities would stop within 

five years after the preserve's creation. The stockmen and 

oil men based their prediction on statements that Secretary 

of the Interior Donald Hodel made during 1985 Senate hearings 

concerning a Tallgrass Prairie Park in Osage County, 

Oklahoma. Hodel noted that any commercial activity would be 

difficult to carry on within five years after the NPS created 

the "park."90 Hodel's statement was premature as oil and gas 

developments are currently operating in at least a dozen 

90ibid., 96; Sam Iker, "Saving a Small Sea of Grass," 
National Wildlife 25 (December, 1986-January, 1987): 28. 
Hodel's statement appeared in a Daily Oklahoman article dated 
6 December 1985. This statement concerning the Preserve and 
commercial activity was presented verbatim in the prepared 
statement of Ralph R. Adkisson, a member of the Osage Tribal 
Council. Throughout the testimony on the National Tallgrass 
Prairie Preserve the words "preserve" and "park" were used 
interchangeably. Iker notes that the task force studying the 
creation of a national prairielands park recommended creating 
a "'national preserve'" to allow continued "grazing, oil and 
gas development," as well as hunting and fishing. 
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national parks or preserves. At the time of this writing, 

there are 15 active oil wells in the Big Thicket National 

Preserve in eastern Texas, with more drilling operations 

being proposed.91 

Ranchers and oilmen were not the only opponents to the 

creation of a national park on the Plains. Another special 

interest group who strongly disapproved of the idea, was the 

Osage Indian Tribe in Oklahoma. The Osage rested their 

opposition on historical and economic reasons. What is now 

Osage County, Oklahoma, had been the traditional home of the 

Osage Indians for centuries. The Dawes Allotment Act of 1877 

allocated 500 acres to each Osage eligible of receiving land 

under the Allotment Act's provisions. After the allotment 

process, there was no land left for white settlement. Yet, 

"unscrupulous white men" managed to deprive the Osage of 

nearly one-half of their land in the county. In the 1920s, 

oil was discovered in vast quantities in Osage County. 

Consequently, the Osage Tribe viewed the creation of a 

national park as another attempt by the federal government to 

take Indian lands, similar to the government's Nineteenth 

Century practice of reclaiming reservation lands once whites 

found some value in those lands. Since the Osage also owned 

the mineral rights to most of the land in Osage County, 

9lDavid N.B. Lee, "Over a Barrel," National Parks 69 
(March/April, 1995): 28-31. 
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Oklahoma, their interests were in line with those of the oil 

producers.92 

Local opponents also argued that by taking the land for 

a national park the federal government was depriving the 

county or counties of a much-needed tax base. Melvin Reed, 

past president of the Osage County, Oklahoma Cattlemen 

Association, in testimony before the Senate subcommittee on 

the Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve, indicated that a 

national park would remove some 50,000 acres of fee simple 

land from the tax rolls and another 50,000 acres would fall 

into easement devaluation.93 Local citizens, such as Reed 

and groups such as those mentioned above, argued that money 

from tourism could not possibly replace the money generated 

by property and ad valorem taxes. Glenn H. Miller, in 1961, 

refuted earlier, but similar, arguments in a Center for 

Research in Business of the University of Kansas report. 

Miller took the 1961 figures for tourist spending in two 

popular sites, the Grand Teton and the Great Smokies National 

Parks, applied those figures to the proposed Tallgrass 

92congress, Senate, Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve. 
88. 

93ibid., 128. Reed argued that revenues from a 
Tallgrass Prairie National Park could never replace the tax 
burden that the citizens of Osage County and Oklahoma would 
have to bear. He stated that personal property tax losses, 
gross production tax losses, and REA and public service taxes 
would result in this insurmountable revenue loss. 
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Prairie National Park, and then projected the economic 

benefits over a five year period, 1965 to 1970. Based on his 

assumptions concerning tourist visitations in 1970, Miller 

suggested that by 1970 tourists would have spent 

approximately $6 million in the park and more than $10 

million in the surrounding area. Miller's study indicated, 

in fact, that tourist dollars would replace a hundred-fold 

the amount of money lost in tax revenues because of land 

removed from the tax rolls.94 

Despite reassurances from national park proponents, 

school districts in areas that the NPS considered for 

national park status, such as the Shidler Public Schools in 

Osage County, paid special attention to the issue of lost tax 

revenues due to easement devaluations. In 1988, Vernon 

Young, the superintendent of the Shidler Public Schools, 

estimated that a Tallgrass Prairie Preserve would cause his 

school district to lose more than $96,000.00 or about ten 

percent of its annual school budget. The Shidler School 

Superintendent also noted that the proposal allowed only 60 

percent of the fair market value for the easement land. He 

then indicated that similar easement land had been going for 

approximately 70 percent of the fair market value. Young's 

94Miller, "The Proposed Prairie National Park," 2-7; 
Mrs. Paul Fleenor, "Farm Bureau Policy Development, Study 
Subject No. 1: A Prairie National Park," undated brochure, 
3-4, Naughton Papers. 



321 

fair market value figures came from a statement made by 

William Penn Mott, National Park Service Director in 1988, 

who testified before the subcommittee earlier. Young then 

stated his assumption that this lower purchase price would 

affect the assessed value for tax purposes. The local 

landowner, therefore, would not get adequate compensation for 

his land, and the school would lose needed tax dollars as 

well as a tax base.95 

Obviously, the government's taking land by condemnation 

or devaluing that land by 30 to 40 percent did not endear the 

federal government to local landowners. Landowners did not 

relish the thought of having the government as a neighbor, 

either. This was especially true for those landowners whose 

property was adjacent to the proposed park or who owned 

property within the proposed park confines. Landowners, both 

inside and outside the proposed parks, perceived themselves 

at the mercy of the National Park Service. Inholders, those 

people whose property would lie within the park, felt that 

the National Park Service would ultimately force them off 

their property, either by taking jobs so that the property 

owners could not afford their land, or by taking the land 

95congress, Senate, Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve. 
254-5, 247. Director Mott's statement on easement values is 
found in Congress, Senate, Tallgrass Prairie National 
Preserve. 42. 
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through condemnation. 96 For those land-owners whose land -.sas 

adjacent to the park, the camel's nose in the tent analocn-

applied.97 in either of these cases, the National Park 

Service was perceived, accurately or not, as a big bully that 

either made conditions so bad for landowners that they would 

sell their property, or that intimidated local opposition to 

the government's land acquisition programs. 

Stewart Udall's 1962 prophecy that Congress would not 

approve the administration's recommendation for a grasslands 

park came true and continues to plague efforts to create 

national parks on the Great Plains. Kansas Congressmen, 

adhering to the emotional, and often irrational, 

protestations of Kansas landowners, did not fully support the 

bill and allowed it to die in committee.98 The same was true 

of at least one Oklahoma delegate in whose district the 

recently proposed Tallgrass Prairie Preserve fell.99 yet, 

despite this opposition to a grasslands national park, 

private interests have continued to push for a Tallgrass 

Prairie Preserve in both Oklahoma and Kansas. 

96congress, Senate, Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve. 
204. 

97ibid., 102-3. 

98cape, "Yesterday, Today," 26. New York Times. "A Wind 
Across the Prairies," 5 September 1963: 30. 

99iker, "Saving a Small Sea of Grass," 28. 
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In Oklahoma, the Nature Conservancy purchased 30,000 

acres of ranch land and proposed that the federal government 

attempt to secure an equal amount of surrounding land for 

inclusion in a Tallgrass Prairie National Park. The NPS has 

yet to acquire the acreage that The Nature Conservancy 

suggested. In. October 1993, however. The Nature Conservancy 

released 300 bison on its 30,000 acres of Osage County 

grassland and then opened the site to the public as a 

Tallgrass Prairie Preserve. While the buffalo will help 

control the Preserve's vegetation. The Nature Conservancy has 

also introduced fire as a means of further vegetation 

control.100 TO make this a success story of 

environmentalists "work[ing] with human and economic 

activities in a positive manner," The Nature Conservancy is 

cooperating with the oil and gas industry in order to 

maintain active drilling operations in the Preserve. Conoco, 

Inc. has assigned Lucas Todd, a geologist from Oklahoma City, 

to educate a Nature Conservancy ranch hand and former pumper 

to oversee oil operations on the property.101 

lOOjeanne M. Devlin, "The Tallgrass Prairie: An Ocean 
of Bluestem in a Sea of Sky," Oklahoma Today 40 (July-August, 
1990): 29; Jennifer Ackerman, "Oklahoma's Tallgrass 
Prairie: The Osage Hills Offer a Glimpse Into America's 
Past," The New York Times. 3 October 1992: sec. 5, 8. 

IOIG. Alan Petzet, "Operating in a Nature Preserve," Oil 
^ Gas Journal 91:46 (November/December, 1993): 13. 
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The Nature Conservancy is not the only national 

preservation society to work at saving the tallgrass 

prairies. In 1988, the National Audubon Society, another 

national nature organization, attempted to purchase the Z-Bar 

(Spring Hill) Ranch, a 10,894 acre cattle ranch in Chase 

County, Kansas. The Audubon Society's goal was to use this 

land a a core for a prairie national park. When the Audubon 

Society's option to purchase the ranch expired in July 1990, 

the Society generated enough local interest in the project to 

have the Kansas Representative Dan Glickman, with the support 

of the entire Kansas Congressional delegation, introduce 

legislation calling for the NPS to consider purchasing the 

ranch for national monument purposes.102 This effort, 

however, failed, as did a plan that Senator Nancy Kassebaum 

implemented to create a private foundation that would 

purchase the property.103 

Nonetheless, Prairie Park proponents refused to abandon 

the Z-Bar Ranch acquisition plan. Consequently, The National 

Parks and Conservation Association (NPCA), in conjunction 

with the National Park Trust, made a $1.79 million 

downpayment on the property. After the NPCA/NPT made the 

102isiational Park Service, Special Resource Study: Z-Bar 
(Soring Hill) Ranch. 1. 

103carol Estes, "Sea of Grass," National Parks 69 
(March/ April, 1995): 40. 
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downpayment, the entire Kansas delegation cosponsored a bill 

calling for the National Park Service to purchase the 

remaining 180 acres on which the Z-Bar house and buildings 

set. The NPCA plan was for the National Park Trust, a non

profit conservation organization, to own 10,714 acres of the 

Z-Bar Ranch. .The NPS would manage the entire ranch, but 

could own only the 180 acre tract. The Kansas Tallgrass 

Prairie National Preserve bill, introduced late in the 1994 

session and almost immediately opposed by the Kansas Farm 

Bureau and Kansas Livestock Association, has yet to be 

enacted. Until Congress authorizes the Park Service to take 

control of the property, the National Park Trust is managing 

the Z-Bar Property.104 

In spite of the efforts to stop the NPS from creating a 

Tallgrass Prairie National Park, the federal government has 

continued to investigate the feasibility of other 

alternatives. The government has not surrendered its hopes 

of setting aside land in the Great Plains for future 

generations. In its attempts to create such a reserve, the 

government has had to rethink its land policies. Under 

serious consideration are those policies relating to the size 

of the proposed park. From the 1920 Theodore Roosevelt 

National Park proposal of 1,300,000 acres, the NPS first 

104ibid., 40-41; "Prairie Park Preview," National Parks 
68 (November/December, 1994): 48. 
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reduced its land requirements for a prairie park to 30,000 

acres in 1959. Two years later, the NPS increased the land 

requirement to 57,000 acres for preserving a part of the 

Flint Hills in Pottawatomie County.105 

Currently the NPS has indicated that it would take at 

least 83,000 acres for the Park Service to re-establish true 

prairie conditions in the Tallgrass Prairie Preserve in 

Oklahoma and then to control weed invasions and other 

threats. The efforts of the above mentioned national 

environmental organizations have been attempts to secure 

enough land in Kansas and Oklahoma to provide a core for a 

national tallgrass prairie park.106 

While privatization has greatly impacted the economic 

value of the land on the Great Plains, it has also served as 

a powerful obstacle to the creation of a Tallgrass Prairie 

National Park. The on-going conflicts between landowners and 

the government, as well as the controversial (and often, 

negative) perceptions of the Plains, have also served as 

strong deterrents to a Tallgrass Prairie National Park. 

Other nations, such as South Africa, Kenya, and Canada, 

however, have been able to provide positive economic 

incentives to overcome similar obstacles in preserving their 

105NPS, Proposed Prairie National Park. Kans.. Okla.. 
96, 98. 

106wayburn and Scott, "To Preserve A Prairie," 40. 
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grassland biomes. In establishing national parks on their 

prairies, these nations have surpassed the United States, the 

nation that originated the national park idea. 



CHAPTER VIII 

THE GREAT PLAINS: 

RECENT PERCEPTIONS 

In 1931, Walter Prescott Webb wrote in The Great Plains 

that "east of the Mississippi civilization stood on three 

legs--land, water, and timber; west of the Mississippi not 

one but two of these legs--water and timber--were withdrawn, 

and civilization was left on one leg--land. It is small 

wonder that it toppled over in temporary failure."1 By 

"civilization" Webb actually meant American agricultural 

technology. Settlers had to adapt their farm implements, 

tillage practices, and water laws to meet the unique 

conditions that the Great Plains presented them. 

Agriculture, however, was but one of "civilization's" 

characteristics that the Great Plains environment affected. 

Culture, like agriculture, also suffered from the loss 

of those two legs. In addition, culture had to adapt old 

techniques, or create new ones, in order to reflect the 

realities of the Plains and Plains life. Plains culture, as 

it evolved, presented both the region's inhabitants and its 

chroniclers with a series of problems that required special 

Iwalter Prescott Webb, The Great Plains (Lincoln 
University of Nebraska Press, 1959), 9. 
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solutions. Those cultural developments contributed to a fine 

arts legacy that was distinctive to both the region and to 

the nation.2 Most of the early Great Plains literature, art, 

photography, and filmmaking presented the American public 

with a set of perceptions that continued to perpetuate the 

idea that the Great Plains was a dry wasteland not worthy of 

appreciation for its aesthetic and biological values, much 

less settlement. There were exceptions, such as the 

reactions of George Catlin and Walt Whitman, who romanticized 

the Great Plains. Their visions fostered a new respect for 

the Plains as either a region fit for preservation as a 

"nation's park" or as "America's characteristic landscape." 

As Plains culture grew and matured, more and more 

contemporary artists who shared Catlin's and Whitman's 

visions began to promote preserving portions of the Great 

Plains grasslands as a national park or national monument. 

The earliest narratives about the Plains evolved from 

Native American folk tales and oral traditions, as examined 

by Richard Erdoes and Alfonso Ortiz's American Indian Myths 

and Legends (1984). Additionally, Hispanic literature about 

the Plains offered an excellent account of life and culture 

on the Great Plains. The first written account of the life 

and culture of Native Americans on the Plains was Cabeza de 

2lbid., 453-54 



330 

Vaca's R^l^gion (1542). As both a historical and a literary 

effort, De Vaca's account of his eight years of wandering 

over the American Southwest provided the first descriptions 

of buffalo and the Native Americans of the Southern Plains. 

De Vaca's narrative served also as the basis for Coronado's 

expedition and. ultimate colonization of the Southwest.3 

Hispanic authors such as Fabiola Cabeza de Baca and 

Rudolfo Anaya offered contemporary tales of life and culture 

on the southern Plains. In his memoir. We Fed Them Cactus 

(1954), Cabeza de Baca described Hispanic pioneer life on the 

Staked Plains of what is now northeastern New Mexico and 

northwestern Texas both before and after Anglo-American 

influences permeated the region. As he described the Anglo-

American attempts to settle and farm the land, de Baca's 

narrative reinforced the argument that the Plains were fit 

more for grazing (or for preservation) than for plowing.4 

3cabeza de Vaca, La Relacion (1542). There have been 
three English translations of La Relacion: Thomas Buckingham 
Smith's in 1851. Smith's translation appears most recently 
in Spanish Explorers in the Southern United States (1970). 
The other two translations are Fanny Bandelier, The Journey 
of Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca (New York: A.S. Barnes & 
Company, 1905); and Cyclone Covey, Cabeza de Vaca's 
Adventures in the Unknown Interior of America (Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 1961). For a critique of de 
Vaca as a literary work,see "Epilogue" by William T. 
Pilkington in Adventures in the Unknown Interior of America. 
145-51. 

4Fabiola Cabeza de Baca, We Fed Them Cactus 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1954). 
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More recently Rudolfo A. Anaya has published The Silence of 

the Llano (1982) . In his series of short stories that offers 

a grimmer portrayal of life on the Plains, Anaya focused more 

on human relationships than on interactions between humans 

and the environment.5 

Early on,, the Anglo-American experience with the Plains 

produced two categories of prose literature: the first 

revolved around cattle, cowboys, and six-shooters; the 

second, around farming.6 The first group provided two types 

of prose literature. One group of authors centered their 

stories on movement and action. The landscape primarily 

served as a backdrop for the action and played a secondary 

role in these stories. With the exception of the cattle 

drive genre, the action in this frontier literature was 

universal. The action could take place anywhere and anytime. 

Adventure and romance defined the genre. Therefore, authors 

such as Louis L'Amour, Luke Short, Ernest Haycox, and Elmer 

Kelton could replace Owen Wister, Zane Grey, and Andy Adams 

5Rudolfo A. Anaya, The Silence of the Llano: Short 
Stories (Berkekey, CA: TSQ Publications, 1982). 

6webb, The Great Plains. 454-83. Webb called these two 
groups of literature "The Literature of the Frontier and the 
Cattle Kingdom" and "The Literature of the Farm." 



332 

as the popular storytellers of the American West. The 

authors have changed, but the romantic genre has not.7 

The other authors in this group--John Steinbeck, Vardis 

Fisher, and Cormac McCarthy--focused on the larger role that 

the land had in the human drama. These thoughtful western 

writers developed a "spiritual bond" between their characters 

and the landscape. The land was sacred--the source of life, 

which when the human characters learned the secrets to living 

within the expectations of the land, offered "an earth-rooted 

salvation."8 

Farm literature, on the other hand, reflected "the 

knucklebones of life . . . show[ing] us only the ugliness, 

the drudgery, and the tragedy."9 it was "a literature of 

people, of poverty, of unremitting toil, small reward, and 

ceaseless effort, the basis of stark realism."10 in this 

literature, settlers struggled against an indifferent or 

7John R. Milton, The Novel of the American West 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1980), 17-40; Robert 
Murray Davis, Plaving Cowbovs: Low Culture and High Art in 
the Western (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1992),58-
92. It should be noted that neither Milton nor Davis address 
McCarthy's work. They do, however, examine the other authors 
mentioned. 

8Milton, The Novel of the American West, 116. 

9webb, The Great Plains. 478. Webb's discussion of farm 
literature focused on O.E. Rolvaag's Giants in the Earth 
(1924) and Hamlin Garland's Main-Travelled Roads (1891) and 
Moccasin Ranch (1909). 

lOwebb, The Great Plains. 470. 
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hostile Plains environment. Here, the landscape had a more 

important role in determining the story's outcome. 

The unique problems that the Plains region presented to 

writers, like farmers, revolved around the absence of trees 

and water. Authors, from the first European explorers such 

as Coronando, .through the nineteenth century authors such as 

Washington Irving and Colonel Richard Irving Dodge, to the 

more recent late twentieth-century authors, have relied on 

several common images and metaphors to describe the Plains 

experience. The most common comparison that writers use is 

the "Plains as ocean" or "sea of grass" metaphor. As such, 

the Plains represents a vast and empty space, barren of 

landmarks from which the settlers could describe both their 

locations and their relationships to each other and to the 

land.11 The images conjured up feelings of human frailty--a 

sense of being lost and confused, and thus, vulnerable in an 

endless expanse of nothingness. The intensity of the 

isolation and the alienation on the Plains heightened 

mankind's sense of loneliness. 

More recently, authors, such as Ian Frazier or Anne 

Matthews, use jet airliners on a western flight from New York 

to Los Angles or space ships orbiting the earth, both 

llDiane Dufa Quantic, "The Unifying Thread: Connecting 
Place and Language in Great Plains Literature," American 
Studies 32 (Spring, 1991): 67 - 83. 
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crossing the Plains at night, to conjure up feelings of human 

frailty--a feeling similar to what Coronado's men felt, of 

being lost and confused in the Plains apparent emptiness. 

Passengers on a night flight west from the Atlantic to 

Chicago find the Eastern United States to be fairly well lit. 

Beyond Chicago, the lights begin to spread out somewhat, and 

west of Omaha, a vast, black void seems to fill the region. 

Only the lights of major urban centers, such as Denver or 

Santa Fe, along the rim of the Plains provide any evidence of 

human habitation.12 

Although images of emptiness are excellent for 

introducing the Plains, authors need vertical landmarks on 

which their characters can fix. In the practical water 

towers, windmills, grain elevators, and church steeples that 

the settlers had erected, early writers found ready-made 

vertical landmarks that broke the horizon and reminded the 

reader of human presence. Town skylines, even if only high 

false fronts, and the green of trees that humans have planted 

also serve to reinforce the idea that the area is inhabited 

and inhabitable.13 As Wright Morris notes in The Home Place 

(1948) 

12see Ian Frazier, Great Plains (New York: Farrar/ 
Straus/ Giroux, 1989), 4-9; Anne Matthews, Where the Buffalo 
Roam (New York: Grove Press, 1992), 3-5; William Least Heat 
Moon, PrairvErth (A Deep Map) (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1991), 11. 

13Quantic, "The Unifying Thread," 79-81. 
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There's a simple reason for grain elevators, as there is 
for everything, but the force behind the reason, the 
reason for the reason, is the land and sky. There's too 
much s]cy out here, for one thing, too much horizontal, 
too many lines without stops, so that the exclamation, 
the perpendicular, had to come. Anyone who was born and 
raised on the plains knows that the high false front on 
the Feed Store, and the white water tower, are not a 
question of vanity. It's a problem of being. Of 
knowing you are there.14 

An author can use landscape to create a national classic 

that transcends geographical boundaries. Those works that 

intertwine human dilemma within a particular environment can 

produce literature that reflects not only a literary depth 

but also a cultural maturity. In the early twentieth 

century, Hamlin Garland, Ole Rolvaag, and Willa Gather 

composed the best known Great Plains novels and set the 

standards by which all other novels of the Great Plains are 

judged. In a form of environmental determinism, not unlike 

the works of Walter Prescott Webb's, most of the early 

critics focused on the harsh conditions that the Plains 

environment presented these authors' protagonists--Tim 

Haskins in "Under the Lion's Paw" (Main-Travelled Roads). Per 

Hansa in Giants in the Earth, and John Bergson in O 

Pioneers!--and ignored the human dilemmas that the characters 

faced. Critics were quick to note that climate and 

14wright Morris, The Home Place (New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1948), 75-6; Quantic, "The Unifying Thread," 
76. 
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landscape, which constitute the Plains environment, defeated 

Garland's, Rolvaag's, and Gather's protagonists, despite each 

character's best efforts to overcome the obstacles that the 

Plains presented. To the early critics. Nature "won" in 

these novels.15 

By the mid-1960s, revisionist critics were rejecting the 

notion that "sod-buster" literature solely reflected tales of 

"gloom and doom" which focused only on human interaction 

within the Plains environment. These critics noted that the 

authors of farm literature allowed their characters to work 

out their own destinies, which often meant subduing the 

environment and overcoming the human elements as well. If 

the protagonist failed, then his/her defeat came at the hands 

of other humans. This literary genre rejected environmental 

determinism and, instead, presented a "success" theme that 

readers often overlooked because of the ultimate tragedy and 

defeat.16 

15Lucy Loclcwood Hazard, The Frontier in American 
Literature (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1927), 265; Henry 
Steele Commager, The American Mind: An Interpretation of 
American Thought and Character Since the 1880's (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1950), 61; Walter Prescott Webb, The 
Great Plains (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1959), 
470-6. 

16Lewis Saum, "The Success Theme in Great Plains 
Realism," American Ouarterly 18 (Winter, 1966): 582-586. 
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Plains literature has had to overcome another obstacle: 

the apathy of Eastern publishers and their negative attitude 

toward Great Plains narratives, both fiction and nonfiction. 

Eastern critics and publishers have turned the early query 

"Who reads an American novel?" into "Who reads a Western 

novel?" For the Eastern publishing establishment, the 

Western novel is a refreshing distraction, but it offers no 

power, no depth.17 Still, the western novel, including those 

situated on the Great Plains, command an exceptional 

popularity. 

Despite the quantity and the popularity of novels set on 

the Great Plains that have emerged since the 1890s, only six 

have won Pulitzer Prizes: Willa Gather, One of Ours. (1923), 

Margaret Wilson's The Able McLaughlins (1924), Edna Ferber's 

17virginia Faulkner, editor, with Frederick C. Luebke, 
Vision and Refuge: Essays on the Literature of the Great 
Plains (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1982), ix. 
Faulkner notes that Marl Sandoz complained constantly during 
the 1930s and 1940s of the Eastern publishers' attitude 
toward Plains' literature. Roy W. Meyer, The Middle Western 
Farm Novel in the Twentieth Century (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1965), 3-5. Meyer surveyed Book Review 
Digest for the years 1917 through 1962. He found 141 
American novels listed under "Farm Life." Of these 141 
novels, Meyer noted that 77 dealt specifically with middle 
western states. In addition to the 141 novels catalogued 
under "Farm Life," Meyer found another 59 farm novels whose 
setting was the Midwest. Of the 136 total novels that he 
listed in an annotated bibliography, the action of 57 works 
occurred in Great Plains states: Minnesota, 19; South 
Dakota, 15; Nebraska, 12; Kansas, 7; North Dakota, 4. This 
figure increases to 88 if one includes the 31 novels that 
were set in Iowa. 
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So Big (1925), Louis Bromfield's Early Autumn (1927), 

Josephine Johnson's Lamb in His Bosom (1934), and Larry 

McMurtry's Lonesome Dove (1986).18 These award winning 

novels all present more than the conflict between humans and 

the environment. They reflect a Plains culture that is 

maturing and transcending regional boundaries. 

The Eastern bias that "literary art stops at the 

Mississippi River" is a deeply rooted prejudice that reaches 

far beyond the dearth of Great Plains literary awards. 

Literary histories, which study the thematic and technical 

characteristics of the American novel, tend to blatantly 

ignore those works that emanate from the Great Plains, or the 

American West in general. The 1974 edition of Literary 

History of the United States includes a discussion of only 

two "Western" novelists: Willa Gather and John Steinbeck.19 

Even though critics and literary histories have ignored 

most "Western" novelists, the West, particularly the Great 

Plains, continues to produce nationally acclaimed writers. 

18Meyer, The Middle Western Farm Novel, lists Gather 
(1923) through Johnson (1934), but does not cite the works. 
For the titles and McMurtry (1986) see The New York Public 
Library Desk Reference. 2nd Edition, (New York: Prentice 
Hall General Reference, 1993), 227-28. 

19John R. Milton, The Novel of the American West 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1980), xiv-xv. 
Milton notes that the Literary History of the United States 
(1974) mentions by name, but without discussion, only two 
other Western authors: Harvey Fergusson and Vardis Fisher. 
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These contemporary authors use the Great Plains as a backdrop 

on which to portray human conflicts. In these refreshing, 

change of pace works, the Plains and the Plains environment 

are of secondary importance. Universal human dilemmas 

provide the plot and action for this new breed of Great 

Plains authors.. By the quality, if not the quantity of his 

work, Larry McMurtry stands out as the premier Great Plains 

author. His novels, such as Horseman. Pass Bv (1961), 

Leaving Chevenne (1963) and The Last Picture Show (1966) 

reflect the contemporary grimness of the Plains and have been 

made into motion pictures.20 

Other authors who are winning critical acclaim for 

themselves as Great Plains writers are Thomas McGuane (The 

Sporting Club (1969), Something To Be Desired (1984), and 

Nothing But Blue Skies (1992)), Ivan Doig (This House of Sky 

(1978), English Creek (1984), Dancing at the Rascal Fair 

(1987), and Ride With Me. Mariah Montana (1990)), and Jim 

Harrison (Legends of the Fall (1979)). These three authors 

set their novels on the Northern Plains of Montana. Their 

works, like McMurtry's, offer a realistic portrayal of the 

West that shatters the old romantic myths about the region. 

20For an analysis of McMurtry's works see Charles D. 
Peavy, Larrv McMurtry (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1977) and 
Clay Reynolds, editor. Taking Stock: A Larry McMurtry 
Casebook (Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1989) 
McMurtry has written at least sixteen books. At least seven 
of his works have iDeen made into films. 
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The Great Plains has also produced several Native 

American authors, who often set their narratives on Indian 

reservations. In these tales, authors such as N. Scott 

Momaday (The Wav to Rainy Mountain (1969), James Welch 

(Winter in the Blood (1974), Fools Crow (1986), and The 

Indian Lawyer (1991). Louise Erdrich (Love Medicine (1984) 

and The Beet Oueen (1986) and, more recently, Susan Power 

(The Grass Dancer (1994) describe not only the drabness of 

reservation life and the loss of Native American identity,21 

but also the beauty of the Plains that continually brings 

people back to the region. For example, Sylvester Yellow 

Calf, in James Welch's The Indian Lawyer 

. . . had always loved the quiet fastness of the 
plains. To him, the country was not empty, but remote 
and secluded, even intimate if your were alone. Much of 
the time, if you were off the roads and highways, you 
could not see any sign of man's making and you were 
alone or with friends. Even with friends, if no one 
spoke, you were alone with your thoughts and your eyes. 
And you saw plenty, in spite of what newcomers and 
tourists said. They didn't see the colors, the shades 
and shapes, of the prairies, the various grasses and 
brushes, the occasional animal that made it all worth 
it. A place where you saw a badger or a golden eagle 
would be there always in your mind . . . Many times 
when Sylvester had envisioned these plains, the rolling 
hills, the ravines, the cutbanks and alkali lakes, the 
reservoirs and scrublands, and he always saw life. He 
saw the hawk circling over a prairie dog town. He saw 
antelope gliding through, over and under fences at a 

2lMiriam Horn, "Our Imaginary Plains," U.S. News & World 
Report (25 September 1989): 55. 
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dead run. He saw a rattlesnake sleeping on a warm rock, 
or coiled, tongue flicking, tail rattling, as it slowly 
undulated back away. He saw beauty in these creatures 
and he had quit trying to explain why. It was enough to 
hold these plains in his memory and it was enough to 
come back to them.22 

In Western American literature, the novel has been the 

dominant milieu. In the past four decades, however, the 

American West, and the Great Plains in particular, have 

attracted the attention of two other literary approaches: 

the travelogue and the descriptive narrative. In many cases, 

the works that fall into the travel and descriptive narrative 

category can also be classified as regional histories. Since 

these works generally relate the experiences of the narrator, 

the regional history aspect serves to establish the 

background for the narrative rather than expound on a 

historical thesis. The authors of this literary genre 

approach their stojy of the Plains much like an artist or 

photographer: presenting the narrative as a panorama of the 

Plains or focusing their story on just one small area of the 

Plains. 

The surviving accounts of the Spanish, French, and 

American explorers along with those of the overland 

emigrants, classify not only as histories, but also as 

22james Welch, The Indian Lawyer (New York: W.W. Norton 
and Company, 1991), 158. 
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travelogues. Since these narratives have been discussed in 

Chapter II, they will not be further scrutinized here. Three 

recent accounts, however, do require some examination, 

primarily because they provide new insights about the Plains 

which contribute to the perception of the Great Plains as a 

scenic region that the American public has ignored but that 

needs preservation on a national scale. 

John Madson's Where the Skv Began (1982) offers the 

reader an "ode to the Tallgrass Prairie."23 Madson's account 

of this natural grassland is that of an Eden dominated by big 

bluestem and Indian grass and flowers over which a tall man 

could not see. It relates the interrelationship that this 

plant life has with large and small creatures, including 

humans. In addition to describing the beauties of this Eden, 

Madson relates the harsher realities of the thunderstorms and 

tornadoes, of the frigid winters and the "blastfurnace" hot 

summers. This work is also an account of the effects that 

humans, from Native Americans' setting fire to the prairies 

to the white settlers' plowing the ancient sod, have had on 

the prairies.24 

23Tom Uhlenbrock, "Prairie Visions: Photographer Frank 
Oberle in the Tallgrass," St. Louis Post-Dispatch Magazine. 
16 January 1994: 10. 

24John Madson, Where the Skv Began (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1982), flyleaf. 
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Madson's song to the tallgrass focuses not only on the 

prairie's disappearance, but also on those attempts that 

concerned individuals and groups are making to restore or 

preserve extant representations of the tallgrass prairies, 

including the efforts to create a Tallgrass Prairie National 

Park in the Flint Hills of Kansas. For those people 

interested in viewing tallgrass prairie remnants, Madson 

provides an appendix that lists 188 representative prairie 

preserves in existence as late as 1979 in twelve states, both 

east and west of the Mississippi River.25 

John Madson's discussion of the tallgrass prairie is a 

descriptive narrative that provides the reader with a 

sweeping panorama of the tallgrass prairies from their 

prehistory to the present. Ian Frazier's widely acclaimed 

travelogue. Great Plains, differs from Madson's work in that 

Frazier's "prairie love song" offers the reader a panoramic 

25ibid., 287-302. The states that Madson included were 
Illinois (34), Indiana (3), Iowa (36), Kansas (16), Michigan 
(12), Minnesota (25), Missouri (22), Nebraska (3), North 
Dakota (13), Ohio (2), South Dakota (6), and Wisconsin (16). 
The smallest prairie remnant that Madson lists is a 1 acre 
tract: Queen Anne Prairie-Eckert Cemetery Conservation Area, 
Illinois. The largest tract is the Colvin Prairie, North 
Dakota--a 13,000 acre tallgrass and mixed grass region in 
eastern North Dakota. 
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description of his three years and 25,000 miles of travel 

through the shortgrass prairies.26 

Like all "love songs," Frazier's work mixes pleasant 

memories of a time long past with a haunting reminder of the 

misfortunes that occurred, or that could occur, on the Great 

Plains: Crazy. Horse's murder in Nebraska and Sitting Bull's 

death in South Dakota, the Herb Cutter family tragedy in 

Kansas, and the ICBM missle sites scattered throughout the 

Great Plains. 

While Frazier expresses his concern for the vanishing 

prairie his purpose is not that of a political activist's 

crying out for National Park support. Instead, his stance is 

more like than of an artist, who asks us to once more gaze 

upon this truly magnificent land, and appreciate it, not only 

in terms of its literal beauty but, more importantly, for its 

symbolic nature. Frazier urges us, as modern Americans, to 

esteem the very essence of the Plains in terms of what is 

absent: 

The beauty of the plains is not just in themselves but 
in the sicy, in what you think when you look at them, and 
in what they are not. A strip-mining machine could eat 
the Madison Buffalo Jump--a one-in-a-million piece of 
ground which fooled buffalo for thousands of years--for 
breakfast. By leaving nothing behind but a landscape of 
trash, strip-mining insults the future. By destroying 

26sue Hubbell, "A Prairie Love Song," review of The 
Great Plains, by Ian Frazier The New York Times Book Review 
(18 June 1989): 9. 
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the physical record, and by making the history of white 
people on the Great Plains look like nothing more than 
the progress of appetite, strip-mining also insults the 
past. Land that has been strip-mined reduces the whole 
story of the Great Plains to: chewed up, spit out.27 

William Least Heat-Moon, in PrairvErth: (A Deep Map). 

offers a different perspective than either Madson or Frazier 

Heat-Moon scrutinizes a minute portion of the tallgrass 

region and presents the reader with an expansive "journey 

through the time and space, landscape and history, of Chase 

County, a sparsely populated tract . . . the Flint Hills of 

central Kansas, to describe its land, plants, animals, and 

people until it looms as large as the universe, as intimate 

as a village."28 

In his description of Chase County, Heat-Moon discusses 

the National Park Service and its interest in acquiring the 

Z-Bar, or Spring Hill, Ranch as a possible site for a 

Tallgrass Prairie National Park. The controversy that 

evolved over the Park Service's interest in Chase County 

brought two factions into conflict: the Save the Tallgrass 

Prairie (STP) and the Kansas Grassroots Association (KGA). 

27ian Frazier, The Great Plains (New York: Farrar/ 
Straus/ Giroux, 1989), 92. 

28william Least Heat-Moon, PrairvErth: (A Deep Map) 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1991) backcover. John 
Madson, Where the Skv Began. 119, describes "prairyerths" as 
"an American name system for many of our native soils" that 
"are unique." 
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The KGA successfully opposed the Park Service's efforts to 

acquire the Spring Hill Ranch by throwing up the threat of 

federal tyranny if the park were established. Yet, the KGA 

supported the United States Army's attempt to annex portions 

of Chase County for its armour and artillery training range 

at Fort Riley,. Kansas. 29 

Madson, Frazier, and Heat-Moon are but three authors 

whose works have reached an ever-widening constituency. 

Portions of their prose have appeared in such periodicals as 

The New Yorker. Audubon, The National Geographic. Atlantic, 

and Smithsonian. The New York Times Book Review praised both 

Frazier's and Heat-Moon's books. PrairvErth remained on The 

New York Times best-seller list for three months and was also 

a Book-of-the-Month Club selection. Madson's study of the 

tallgrass prairie celebrated its third printing in November, 

1994.30 Madson's work was impressive enough that William 

Least Heat-Moon quoted from it in the "Commonplace Book" 

29Madson, Where the Skv Began. 106-112, 166, 428-29. 

30Houghton Mifflin printed approximately one thousand 
copies of Where the Skv Began before the work went out of 
print. In 1990, the Sierra Club issued a new edition, but 
again, only a limited number of copies were printed. Madson, 
working through Iowa State University Press, is planning a 
new, revised edition that will be released in November 1994. 
In this new edition, Madson revised the last chapter and 
added a new conclusion that discusses the more recent 
attempts at prairie restoration, specifically at Walnut Creek 
National Wildlife Refuge and Prairie Learning Center, located 
approximately 20 miles east of Des Moines, Iowa. 
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section of PrairvErth. In addition to Heat-Moon's use of 

Madson's opus, photographer Frank Oberle was so impressed 

with Where the Skv Began that he asked Madson to write the 

prose for Tallgrass Prairie, a coffeetable photographic 

volume that extols the tallgrass prairie.31 Restoration & 

Management Notes excerpted portions of the Oberle-Madson 

collaboration for its most recent edition, which deals 

exclusively with prairie restoration.32 

Authors were not the only artists to wrestle with the 

immense and powerful mysteries presented by the Great 

Plains. The Plains ample boundlessness and stupendous 

infinity created new challenges for painters who also 

struggled with the tools of their medium to capture the raw 

power of the Plains onto their canvases. Inspired by the vast 

expanse of land and sky, these artists searched for the right 

tools to convey the power of its uniqueness. In addition to 

having to choose the medium--pastels, oils, or watercolor--

with which they painted the Plains, these artists also had to 

choose the subjects--sky and clouds, canyons, rolling 

countryside--and the means of portrayal--traditional or 

31uhlenbrock, "Prairie Visions" 8-11. Although Oberle 
was the motivating force behind Tallgrass Prairie. Madsen got 
credit for the work's authorship. It was Oberle who called 
Where the Skv Began an ode to the Tallgrass Prairie." 

32John Madson, "Rolling Forward: Toward a New 
Midwestern Land Ethic," Restoration & Management Notes 12 
(Summer, 1994): 5-7. 
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abstract. Like most of the Plains writers, most of the 

Plains painters are unknown outside the specific region they 

painted.33 

Among the early regional artists who captured the 

southern Great Plains challenge and glory, the Texas artist 

Frank Reaugh stands among the leaders. Reaugh was (and still 

is) relatively unknown as a landscape artist. Those people 

who do recognize his name do so more for his paintings of the 

Texas longhorn. Yet, Frank Reaugh produced almost 7,000 

landscapes. Using the Luminist technique to depict the 

broken canyonlands of the Southern Plains in their quiet, but 

magnificent splendor, Reaugh's work served as a transitional 

vehicle between the nineteenth century Romantic artists and 

the twentieth century progressive realist artists.34 

33The one exception is Georgia O'Keeffe. Early in her 
career, O'Keeffe received support from Alfred Stieglitz who 
displayed her paintings in his various galleries and was 
instrumental in getting her works before the Eastern public. 
O'Keeffe's popularity, once her reputation as an artist was 
established, has endured well past her death as art galleries 
around the world continue to display her works in major 
exhibits. 

34Dan Flores, "Canyons of the Imagination," Southwest 
Art 18 (March, 1989): 74; Flores, "The Plains and the 
Painters: Two Centuries of Landscape Art from the Llano 
Estacado," Journal of American Culture 14 (Summer, 1991): 22. 
Characterizing Reaugh as an artist whose specialization was 
painting cattle and ranch scenes is reflected in the title of 
Alice Bab Stroud and Modena Stroud Dailey's short biography 
of Frank Reaugh: F. Reaugh: Texas Longhorn Painter (Dallas, 
TX: Royal Publishing Company, 1962); Elizabeth Skidmore 
Sasser, "Frank Reaugh: Love Song to a Longhorn," Southwest 
Art 18 (July, 1988): 72-77, 94. 
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Reaugh believed that artists could not improve on nature 

or on natural beauty. It was his contention that paintings 

should be as representative as possible of nature and 

nature's laws. To that end, Reaugh used pastels as the most 

efficient means of sketching his Plains landscapes. Reaugh 

worked with at. least 95 pastel crayons; but when those failed 

to convey the exact shading that he saw in the canyons, he 

developed a new shade that would create the desired effect.35 

Reaugh employed pastels so that he could sketch his 

subjects quickly because "in landscape sketching . . . 

effects are fleeting." In many cases, Reaugh's pastels 

depict both the stark reality and the beauty of the Plains. 

His portrayal of a lone steer, Joiee-deep in an isolated pool 

of water in the heat of the day serves as an excellent 

example of Reaugh's appreciation of the stark landscape that 

characterized the south Plains. On the other hand, Reaugh 

could use pastels to mute that starJcness and bathe the Plains 

in its ovm "opalescent haze."36 

35j. Evetts Haley, F. Reaugh: Man and Artist (El Paso, 
Texas: Carl Hertzog, 1960), unpaginated; Stroud and Stroud, 
F. Reaugh: Texas Longhorn Painter. 92-7. Reveay Bassett, 
one of Reaugh's students, told Haley that Reaugh "developed 
more than 300 formulas, representing as many different shades 
of color" to augment his standard set of 95 working sticks. 

36Haley, F. Reaugh. Haley's work contains both Reaugh's 
quote and several examples of the artist's paintings. 
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Reaugh, as a painter, teacher, and philosopher, 

influenced several artists whose regional artistry would 

bring them national attention.37 probably the most famous 

artist to paint the Texas Panhandle, however, did not study 

under Reaugh. That artist was Georgia O'Keeffe and her 

experience on .the Texas High Plains followed her throughout 

the rest of her career. 

In 1912, at the age of twenty-four, Georgia O'Keeffe 

arrived in Amarillo, Texas, from her home in Charlottesville, 

Virginia. O'Keeffe had a one-year contract to serve as the 

supervisor of drawing with the Amarillo Public School system. 

Inspired by the Plains, with its "terrible winds and . . . 

wonderful emptiness," O'Keeffe discovered that the region was 

so much to her liking that she remained in Amarillo for an 

extra year rather than accept a teaching position that paid 

more money in another state.38 

37TWO of Reaugh's students, Edward G. Eisenlohr and 
Reveau Bassett were admitted to the National Academy of Art. 
Reaugh also introduced Alexandre Hogue to the Texas 
Panhandle. 

38Anita Pollitzer, "That's Georgia," Saturday Review. (4 
November 1950): 4; Clive Giboire, ed., Lovingly Georgia: 
The Complete Correspondence of Georgia O'Keeffe & Anita 
Pollitzer (New York: Simon & Schuster, Inc., 1990), 290-91. 
Laurie Lisle, Portrait of an Artist: A Biography of Georgia 
O'Keeffe (New York: Pocket Books, 1980), 61-65. O'Keeffe 
returned to Columbia, South Carolina during the summers, 1912 
through 1916, to teach classes in drawing. 



351 

O'Keeffe left Texas and the High Plains from 1914 to 

1916 while she studied at the Columbia University Teachers 

College in New York City, and taught art during the summers 

at Columbia College in Columbus, South Carolina. She 

returned to the High Plains region in 1916 as the head of the 

art department at West Texas State Normal College in Canyon, 

Texas. Prior to her departure for Canyon, O'Keeffe met 

Alfred Stieglitz, who displayed several of her charcoal works 

at his Studio 291. These charcoal works impressed Stieglitz 

to the point that he advised O'Keeffe to stay with the black 

and white motif.39 

The fifteen months that O'Keeffe spent in Canyon and her 

visits to Palo Duro Canyon, to the east of the college and 

site of the future Palo Duro Canyon State Park, led her to 

ignore Stieglitz's advice and to return to colors that 

expressed her vision of the "endless prairie and infinite 

sky."40 One need only to compare two 1916 works. Special No. 

15. a charcoal on paper work, with the similar Special No. 

21. an oil on board, to understand O'Keeffe's need for color 

39Lisle, Portrait of an Artist. 95-115; Sarah Whitaker 
Peters. Becoming O'Keeffe: The Earlv Years (New York: 
Abbeville Press, Publishers, 1991), 59. Peters describes 
O'Keeffe's years at Canyon as the first of three significant 
turning points in her life. The other two were "at Lake 
George, New York, where she joined her work . . .with 
[Alfred] Stieglitz's; and in New Mexico, where she regained 
. . . her complete independence." 

40Lisle, Portrait of an Artist. 101-103. 
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to depict the searing blast-furnance atmosphere that exists 

in Palo Duro Canyon during the late spring and summer months. 

Both works appear to represent the same scene. The charcoal 

on paper sketch, however, lacks the intensity, and, 

therefore, the physical and mental effects that the red, 

yellow, and orange oil on board carries. The implied heat 

that this painting evokes is almost palpable.41 

O'Keeffe produced some fifty paintings during her stay 

at Canyon. The Plains sky and Palo Duro Canyon were her main 

subjects. The s]cyscapes offered the most material for 

O'Keeffe's work, for as she wrote her longtime friend, Anita 

Pollitzer in 1916: "Anita, you have never seen the SKY -

it's wonderful," and "there is so much of it out here."42 it 

was this "wonderful great big s]^,"43 with its "kaleidoscopic 

41special No. 15 and Special No. 21 appear next to each 
other as Plates 10 and 11, respectively, in Jack Cowart, Juan 
Hamilton, and Sarah Greenbough, Georgia O'Keeffe: Art and 
Letters (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1981). 

42Georgia O'Keeffe to Anita Pollitzer, 11 September 1916 
(both quotes) in Anita Pollitzer, A Woman On Paper: Georgia 
O'Keeffe (New York: Simon & Schuster, Inc., 1988), 145-46; 
Giboire, Lovingly. Georgia. 183-84; Jack Cowart, Juan 
Hamilton, and Sarah Greenough, Georgia O'Keeffe: Art and 
Letters (Washington, D.C: National Gallery of Art, 1987), 
156-57. 

43Georgia O'Keeffe to Alfred Stieglitz, 4 September 
1916, quoted in Kathryn Collmer, "Sincerely, Georgia 
O'Keeffe" Southwest Art 18:3 (August, 1988): 51; Cowart, 
Hamilton, and Greenough, Georgia O'Keeffe. 155. 
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sunrises and sunsets," that led O'Keeffe back ro a myriad of 

colors in her paint box.44 

O'Keeffe's frequent trips to Palo Duro Canyon continued 

to impact her later paintings. Fascinated with the lavender 

Southwestern light, O'Keeffe combined it with the various 

hues of red and green, to produce such works as Canyon With 

Crows (1916) and Red Mesa (1917).45 when these two works are 

compared with the canyon and skyscapes that O'Keeffe painted 

after moving to Abiquiu, it is relatively easy to understand 

why she referred to Palo Duro Canyon as her "spiritual 

home."46 

O'Keeffe concentrated on painting Palo Duro Canyon 

scenes that omitted humans or human impact on the landscape. 

Alexandre Hogue, on the other hand, chose to depict the 

effects that American agriculture and technology was having 

on the West Texas landscape. Hogue's work reflected his 

44 Lisle. Portrait of an Artist. 63, 102-3 

45pollitzer, A Woman on Paper. 145-48; Giborire, 
Lovingly Georgia. 183-209; William H. Goetzmann and William 
N. Goetzmann. The West of the Imagination (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 1986), 423-24; Collmer, "Sincerely, Georgia 
O'Keeffe," 51-2. 

46Lisle, Portrait of an Artist. 64. For examples of 
O'Keeffe's latter works, see Cowart, Hamilton, and 
Greenbough, Georgia O'Keeffe. Plate 85: "Small Purple Hills" 
(1934), Plate 86: "Red Hills and Bones" (1941), Plate 87: 
"Hills - Lavender, Ghost Ranch, New Mexico II" (1935), Plate 
98: "Series: Near Abiquiu, New Mexico - Hills to the Left" 
(1941), and Plate 100: "Grey Hills" (1942). 
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reverence for the earth and his respect for nature, for i- s 

mystery, and its uncontrollable forces.47 in 1932, Hogue 

began his "Erosion" series of painting with Red Earth Ca:-.- : . 

This painting showed a string of power poles stretching 

across what should have been canyon wilderness like a blight 

upon the land.. Running beneath the poles is the beginnings 

of an eroded trail, further evidence of human's intrusion 

upon the land.48 

Hogue's other works in the "Erosion" series focused on 

the effects of the Dust Bowl. Mother Earth Laid Bare (1938) 

is probably the most powerful, if not the most noteworthy. 

In this painting, Hogue renders a strong condemnation of 

traditional agriculture as practiced on the Great Plains. 

Hogue's work reflects a mythical "Mother Earth" lying 

destitute in a barren field laced with gullies. In the 

background, a deserted farm house and outbuildings are 

highlighted against a stormy sky. The bone-white landscape 

47peggi Ridgeway, "Alexandre Hogue, A Retrospective: 
Nature's Forces Unfolding," Southwest Art 13 (May, 1984): 79-
80; Lea Rosson DeLong, Nature's Forms/Nature's Forces: The 
Art of Alexandre Hogue (Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 1984), 98-99. 

48DeLong, Nature's Forms/Nature's Forces. 98 and 16. 
Hogue was one of what William Goetzmann called the "Dallas 
Nine." Goetzmann and Goetzmann, The West of the Imagination. 
387. DeLong identifies the other eight: Charles Bowling, 
Jerry Bywaters, Otis Dozier, Everett Spruce, William Lester, 
Perry Nichols, Olin Travis, and Tom Stell. 
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and the abandoned plow in the foreground are apparent 

indications that the farmer has exhausted the land. Works 

such as the "Earth Mother" series and Drouth Survivors (1934) 

earned Hogue the reputation as the "Dust Bowl painter," 

especially after Life magazine reproduced several of his 

"Erosion" paintings.49 

Hogue's "Erosion" themes depict the detrimental effects 

that plow agriculture has had on the fragile grasslands of 

the Great Plains and are an indictment of the "Man Conquers 

Nature" attitude and technological tinkering than humans have 

perpetrated on the Plains. As such, Hogue's works imply that 

the Plains grasslands need to be restored and preserved in 

their natural state so that similar ecological catastrophes 

do not occur in the future. 

More recently, the Texas Panhandle's natural scenery 

also impressed University of Texas art professor Michael 

Frary. Frary's initial impression of the Panhandle was that 

"it was a drab place to go through to get to New Mexico or 

49DeLong, Nature's Forms/Nature's Forces. 39, 120-3; 
Ridgeway, "Alexandre Hogue, A Retrospective," 80. For 
examples, see Delong, pages 49 (Avalanche bv Wind. 1944), 47 
(Soil and Subsoil. 1946). DeLong also included several of 
Hogue's "Earth Mothers" that he drew from 1926 through 1932 
in preparation for the final version of Earth Mother Laid 
Bare. Hogue created seven paintings using the "Earth Mother" 
motif. 
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Colorado."50 After his first "zigzagging trip of 1,500 miles 

into the region, Frary changed his opinion of the area. Like 

O'Keeffe, Frary realized that the apparent flatness of the 

land and scarcity of trees made the sky more important to the 

Panhandle landscape. This vast emptiness made "the fragile 

sunrises and flaring sunsets seem more majestic," the "summer 

storms more dramatic," and the "blizzards . . . fiercer."51 

Frary painted both the breaks of the Llano Estacado and 

the High Plains landscapes. Frary's portraits of the Llano 

Estacado are similar to those of Frank Reaugh and Georgia 

O'Keeffe. His Canadian River from Krister Ranch and Prairie 

Dog Town Fork of Red River (dates unknown) depict landscapes 

of greens, blues, and browns that distance softens and mutes. 

Frary's artistry also depicts scenes that are somewhat 

reminiscent of Alexandre Hogue. While Home in a Harsh Land. 

Abandoned Homestead, or Windmill and S'kv (dates unknown) lack 

the "Earth Mother" device, there is a sense of Hogue's 

"Erosion" motif. Each of the above works present abandoned 

homesteads in various states of disrepair and the land either 

denuded of grass or covered with weeds.52 

50Michael Frary, Impressions of the Texas Panhandle 
(College Station: Texas A & M University Press, 1977), 13 

51ibid., 15-16. 

52ibid.. The paintings listed in the text appear on 
pages 67, 94, 76, 83, and 90, respectively. 
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The Panhandle Plains also intrigued Frary. His 

paintings of this region pictures a flat landscape that is 

more often sJcy than land. Yet, it is in these works that the 

viewer can see the ephemeral sunrises, evanescent sunsets, 

and violent summer storms that Frairy came to admire about the 

Texas Panhandle.53 

Frary noted that travelers speeding across the Panhandle 

failed to appreciate "the raw essence of the land" and missed 

"a stirring and magical experience."54 while Frary's words, 

provide the stirrings of this magical experience, his 

artistry exudes the essence of it. 

The Llano Estacado canyonlands of the Southern Plains 

continue to attract artists who find an enduring wildness and 

a beauty that subtly invades and charms the senses. These 

primarily regional artists, such as Amy Gormley Winton, 

follow in Frank Reaugh's footsteps in their use of pastels to 

express the quiet elegance that emanates from the canyon 

landscapes. Winton's art work, like Reaugh's, softens and 

mutes the harsher landscapes that one finds on the Plains and 

in the canyons. At the same time, her pastels catch the 

shifting elements that constitute the landscape's 

53ibid.. See Mustang at Sunrise (page 59), Mesouite at 
Sunset (page 71), and Summer Storm (page 65). All dates are 
unknown. 

54ibid., 46. The emphasis is mine. 
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transcendental appeal. While Winton's pastels can stand 

alone, they are especially dynamic when juxtaposed against 

photographs of similar landscapes.55 

Both Frary's and Winton's works offer pictorial 

testimony to the magnificence, splendor and power of the High 

Plains and Llano canyonlands. Their artistry also suggests 

that the wild areas of the region are worthy of preservation 

as national parks These Plains artists have created an 

appreciation for the Plains landscape on an aesthetic level. 

Plains preservationists, however, have been unable to turn 

that appreciation into a national park movement similar to 

that of the nineteenth century when painters such as Thomas 

Moran and Albert Bierstadt advanced Yellowstone in the 

Rockies and Yosemite in the Sierra Nevadas as being worthy of 

preservation as national parks. 

Artists also painted and photographed the Northern 

Plains. Artists on the Northern Plains, however, viewed the 

prairies as "landscape without scenery"56 or landscape 

consisting of "natural freaks . . . never dreamed of by 

55For examples of Winton's pastels, see Dan Flores and 
Amy Gormley Winton, Canvon Visions: Photographs and Pastels 
of the Texas Plains (Lubbock: Texas Tech University Press, 
1989) . 

56Ronald Rees, "Images of the Prairie: Landscape 
Painting and Perception in the Western Interior of Canada" 
The Canadian Geographer 20 (Fall, 1976): 263; Rees, "In a 
Strange Land - Homesick Pioneers on the Canadian Prairies" 
Landscape 26 (1983): 6-9. 
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mortal man."57 Those artists who painted on the Northern 

Plains, therefore, "superimposed on the landscape a veneer of 

European sensibilities and styles" by adding 

"valleys, trees, farmsteads," or pastoral scenes, with which 

viewers were more familiar.58 

The dearth of realistic landscape painting from the 

Northern Plains has also been attributed, in part, to 

transitions in the art world. By the time twentieth century 

artists were developing an appreciation for the badlands of 

the Northern Plains, traditional landscape painting was 

giving way to abstract expressionism and the avant-garde 

artist. It was the contention of many art critics that the 

Northern Plains were unpaintable: first, because they did not 

conform to the nineteenth century's aesthetic concept of 

nature; and secondly, because they failed to inspire avant-

garde artists.59 

This explanation seemed rather farfetched considering 

that the landforms that exist in the Northern Plains are no 

^7Frederick Remington, "Lieutenant Casey's Last Scout," 
Harper's Weekly. (January 31, 1894): 86. Remington, for 
instance, compared the South Dakota Badlands to Dore's 
(Dante's) portrayal of hell. 

58Rees, "In a Strange Land," 5-7. 

59James W. Sheire, The Badlands: Historical Basic Data 
Studv (Washington, DC: GPO, 1969), 76-7; Rees, "Images of 
the Prairie," 261-65. 
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more "freakish" than the wonders that artists and 

photographers found in Yellowstone. Yet, by the late 

nineteenth century, the public had come to accept the 

abnormal landscapes that John Muir and John Burroughs wrote 

about and that Alfred Bierstadt and Thomas Moran painted. An 

explanation for the lack of interest in the Northern Plains 

landscapes might, therefore, be found in B. Kroupa's 1890 

description of the badlands as "a most uninteresting country, 

lifeless desert utterly devoid of vegetation. The 

irreclaimable waste stretches away for many a long mile to 

the south and west, without a single green thing to vary and 

enliven the scene."60 

Paradoxically, as abstract expressionism emerged as a 

viable art form, the Northern Plains badlands which appeared 

ideally made for those artists whose paintings expressed 

alienation and disillusionment with the ideal, failed to be 

captured in this manner. The Northern Plains landscapes, in 

fact, present a reality that, until recently, has been so far 

beyond human ken as to be compared to landforms found on the 

moon.61 

60B. Kroupa, An Artists Tour: Gleanings and Impressions 
of Travel in North and Central America and the Sandwich 
Islands (London: Ward and Downy, 1890), 12. 

61[.i f̂  Magazine. June, 1969. 
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At the same time that artists were accepting or 

rejecting the Plains as landscape worthy of their brush and 

palette, landscape photography was developing as an art 

form.62 The camera had long been a tool that artists in the 

studio had used to jog their memories of the natural 

landscapes that they had viewed earlier. Albert Bierstadt 

used photographs of the Rocky Mountains; Thomas Moran had 

William Henry Jackson's photographs to aid him in his 

paintings of Yellowstone; and, it is possible that Frank 

Reaugh even used photographs to assist him in painting the 

Great Plains in Texas.63 

While landscape painters in the Western mountains and on 

the Great Plains were perfecting their skills, landscape 

photography was growing as an art form in its own right. 

And, just as the Western mountains fascinated Bierstadt and 

Moran, they attracted the landscape photographers such as 

Timothy H. O'Sullivan, Andrew Russell, and the above 

62Jessica Reichman, "Kansas Landscape Photography," 
Journal of the West 28 (January, 1989): 24. Reichman notes 
that the "wet plate process, which was invented in 1851, 
allowed photographers to make countless, high quality 
identical prints that could be used for publication or 
commercial purposes. 

63Flores, "The Plains and the Painters," 22. Flores 
states that he found "among Reaugh's papers at the Panhandle-
Plains Historical Museum . . . a surprising number of tiny 
photographs that he seems to have relied on to jog his memory 
of the spirit of the place." 
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mentioned William Henry Jackson. These men, captivated hy 

the far West's spectacular terrain, produced few photographs 

of the Plains landscape. Yet, the prairies, with their 

subtle, quiet beauty and unique contrast between light and 

dark, can provide iDoth challenges and rewards similar to 

those found in. the mountains farther west. By and large, 

however, the most popular landscape photographs are of rugged 

terrains such as that found in the Western mountains and 

canyons, and the best known landscape photographers are men 

such as Ansel Adams, whose scenes of Yosemite are among the 

most famous landscape photographs today.64 

As suggested in Chapter IV, this preference for mountain 

landscapes is a culturally learned reaction. As humans, we 

respond to scenes or objects that are gigantic and strange, 

such as tall and rugged mountains or geysers that erupt on a 

regular basis. Recent studies, however, suggest that, 

genetically, humans are drawn to the open spaces or savannahs 

of their human evolutionary past. Human favoritism for open 

landscapes reflects the advantages that such topography had 

in comparison to tropical rainforests or rugged mountains. 

Humans found more extensive and more diverse food sources in 

the savannahs and, because of the greater visibility, could 

64sheire, The Badlands. 77; Reichman, "Kansas Landscape 
Photography," 24. 
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escape or avoid predators more easily.65 Although humans no 

longer depend on savannah-like landscapes for their survival, 

they are still drawn to open spaces, as indicated by their 

attraction for buildings that are surrounded by bucolic 

landscapes and to their appreciation of landscape paintings 

that depict pastoral scenes.66 

Instead of depicting pastoral scenery that many 

Americans found pleasant, the early prairie landscape 

photographs showed wide-open spaces, devoid of trees, water, 

and rugged terrain. The photographs of those same prairies in 

the 1930s revealed a landscape even more barren. In the 

1930s, photographers began to concentrate on the effects of 

the Dust Bowl on the Great Plains and its inhabitants. Just 

as the "Dust Bowl" artists created an image of a region laid 

bare, the camera generated a similar impression. 

Consequently, the more famous photographs of the Great Plains 

displayed the region at its worst.67 

65Yi-fu Tuan, Passing Strange and Wonderful (Washington, 
DC: Island Press, 1993), 156-7; Roger Ulrich, "Biophilia, 
Biophobia, and Natural Landscapes," The Biophilia Hypothesis, 
ed. Stephen R. Kellert and Edward O. Wilson (Washington, DC: 
Island Press, 1993), 89-91. 

66Judith H. Heerwagen and Gordon H. Orians, "Humans, 
Habitats, and Aesthetics," The Biophilia Hypothesis. 138-72; 
Roxane Fridirici and Stephen E. White, "Kansas Through the 
Eyes of Kansasans: Preferences for Commonly Viewed 
Landscapes," Great Plains Ouarterly 6 (Winter, 1986): 44-58. 

67Reichman, "Kansas Landscape Photography," 24. 
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Photographers, working with the Farm Security 

Administration, took pictures of the land after drought had 

sapped the soil's moisture and dust storms had ripped through 

the area. Dorothea Lange, whose works generally reflected 

the effects that the Great Depression had on the people in 

the Great Plains, photographed the great dust storms of 1934. 

Lange's photographs depicted the "Black Blizzards" that swept 

across the Plains and covered Dodge City and Liberal, Kansas 

in 1934, 1935, and Prowder, Colorado in 1937.68 

One of the photographers whose pictures most reflect the 

results of the drought and dust storms was Arthur Rothstein. 

Rothstein took what has become probably the most famous Dust 

Bowl photograph, "Fleeing a Dust Storm, Cimarron County, 

Oklahoma" (1936). This photograph shows a man and his two 

sons running across a windswept yard toward their root cellar 

as a dust storm approaches. The blowing dust gives the 

photograph a grainy composition that adds to the overall 

impression that the viewer is in the midst of the dust 

storm.69 

68Goetzmann and Goetzmann, The West of the Imagination. 
387-8. Lange's "The Great Blow of 1934" appears on page 388 
of Goetzmann and Goetzmann. Examples of Lange's other works, 
primarily of the Depression's effects on the people, are on 
pages 390-92. 

69ibid., 387-91. "Fleeing a Dust Storm" appears in 
Goetzmann and Goetzmann, 389. Examples of Rothstein's other 
photographs are on pages 390-91. 
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These photographs recorded the detrimental effects of 

overgrazing and the damaging effects that Eastern 

agricultural practices, more suited to the humid East, had on 

the Plains. Equally important, Dust Bowl literary efforts 

and pictorial records showed the effects that the Dust Bowl 

and the Great Depression had had on the Plains inhabitants. 

John Steinbeck's The Grapes of Wrath did more than create the 

term "Okie." Steinbeck, the New Deal photographers, and John 

Ford, who made the film version of Steinbeck's Grapes of 

Wrath, created such powerfully negative images of the Plains 

that a generation would carry them into the present. 

Counteractive to these negative and highly prejudicial 

images are the works of contemporary photographers. These 

recent photographers have concentrated on the natural 

characteristics and the quiet, subtle beauty of the Great 

Plains. These photographs maximize the visual beauty of the 

region either by capturing its distinctive aura as seen at 

sunrise or sunset, or by focusing on the flora and fauna 

native to the Plains, thereby demonstrating that the Plains 

is a place whose Nature is worth saving.70 

70David Plowden, Floor of the Sl̂ y: The Great Plains 
(San Francisco: The Sierra Club, 1972), passim; Tim 
Fitzharris, The Wild Prairie: A Natural History of the 
Western Plains (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1983), 
passim; John Madson, Tallgrass Prairie (Washington, DC: The 
Nature Conservancy, 1993), passim. 
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Photographers have generally used two approaches in 

depicting Great Plains landscapes. The first technique 

requires photographing the wide vistas, a method that 

provides the photographer with an artistic composition that 

is unique to the Plains. In these photographs, the horizon 

line provides .the dominant theme and creates the image of a 

seemingly endless grassland below an vast and awe inspiring 

slcy. Vertical intrusions, such as trees, fences or telephone 

posts, or windmills, draw the viewer's attention while 

reinforcing the landscape's solitude and contemplative 

characteristics.71 

The second technique involves a focus on the microview, 

the grasses, rocks, and waters of the close-at-hand. This, 

in essence, creates what William Least Heat-Moon calls a 

"deep map." Photographers using this method of landscape 

photography reveal the complex patterns extant in the 

prairies. One such photographer is Kansan Terry Evans, who 

began photographing small areas of Kansas land forms. Evans 

noted that she "could stand in one spot and look at the 

ground for at least an hour and still not see everything 

happening at [my] feet." Thus, "[T]he prairie expressed 

71Reichman, "Kansas Landscape Photography," 24-5 
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metaphors for human community about living with diversity and 

deep roots and a sense of place."72 

A photographer who mixed the two techniques of panoramic 

and microview photography is Patricia Duncan. Duncan 

photographed the tallgrass prairies and their inhabitants, 

human and nonhiiman, during each season of the year. Her 

photographs and accompanying narrative depict her "love 

affair with the land" and "reminds us of the glories of the 

ever-changing landscape and the meaning [that] the Plains 

country has had to its Indians, its settlers, its 

wildlife."73 

Most of these photographic works have positively 

effected the promotion efforts of Plains preservationists who 

have used these striking visual images to perpetuate its 

worthiness. The Sierra Club, for example, initiated 

Plowden's book to draw attention to the "restoration and 

preservation of these grasslands."74 The Nature Conservancy 

72Terry Evans, Prairie: Images of Ground and Skv 
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1986). Cited in 
Reichman, "Kansas Landscape Photography," 25-26. 

73Stewart L. Udall, foreward to Tallgrass Prairie: The 
Inland Sea by Patricia D. Duncan (Kansas City: The Lowell 
Press, 1978), ix. Udall stated that Duncan would become the 
"authentic voice" of the tallgrass prairie, much like John 
Muir had become the "champion" of the mountains and Rachel 
Carson, the "interpreter" of the sea. 

74John G. Mitchell, introduction to Floor of the Skv by 
David Plowden, 15. 
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participated in publishing the Madson/Oberle work, which 

includes a chapter on the Nature Conservancy's Tallgrass 

Prairie ranch in Osage County, Oklahoma, a short history of 

efforts to create a Tallgrass Prairie National Park in the 

Flint Hills of Kansas, and a directory of tallgrass prairie 

parks and pres.erves. 75 Duncan's work contains the most 

extensive history of the Tallgrass Prairie National Park 

movement that occurred in the 1970s in Kansas.76 

It would be remiss to omit a work that was included with 

the painters: Canvon Visions by Dan Flores and Amy Gormley 

Winton. Since Winton's paintings have already been 

addressed, they do not require further examination. On the 

other hand, Flores' photographs deserve mention, as they are 

as powerful as Gormley's art work and serve to further 

justify the need to preserve portions of the High Plains and 

Llano canyonlands. Additionally, in Caprock Canyonlands 

(1990), a work of equally powerful narrative and photographs, 

Flores recounts the failed attempt to create a National Park 

of the Plains and the need to protect the fragile ecosystems 

from continued human degradation further emphasizes the 

exigency of preserving the Plains.77 

75Madson, Tallgrass Prairie. 57-65, 84-7, 104-9. 

76Duncan, The Inland Sea. 89-99. 

77Flores and Winton, Canvon Visions, passim and 1-4; 
Flores, Caprock Canyonlands: Journevs into the Heart of the 
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In addition to the writers, artists, and photographers, 

filmmakers have also provided the public with changing 

perceptions of the Great Plains. Early cinematic efforts, 

like the early literature, focused on the cowboys, cattle, 

and Indians. During the first seventy-five years of the 

twentieth century, movies and television bombarded the 

American public with Westerns. Adolescents sat through the 

Saturday movies where they watched their heroes, Roy Rogers, 

Gene Autry, Tom Mix, Hopalong Cassidy, Gary Cooper, and John 

Wayne defeat the crooks, save the ranch, and get the girl. 

More sophisticated Westerns, such as High Noon (1952) and 

Shane (1953), have become a part of America's cultural 

baggage. Television westerns also provided Americans with 

the Hollywood version of the American frontier West.78 in 

1959, for example, television aired thirty-five concurrently 

running Westerns. Westerns dominated the viewing list that 

year with eight of the top ten programs.79 

Southern Plains (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 
1990),160-65. 

78jon Tuska, The Filming of the West (Garden City, New 
York: Doubleday & Company, 1976), passim; Tuska, The 
American West in Film: Critical Approaches to the Western 
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1985), 261; Jane Tompkins, 
West of Everything: The Inner Life of Westerns (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1992), 5. 

79Tompkins, West of Everything. 5. 
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In these movie and television Westerns, the opening 

scenes establish the landscape and the harsh conditions that 

the protagonist will have to overcome in order to survive 

both the hostile environment and hostile humans. It is a 

landscape in which desert or plains, characterized by an 

absence of water and shade, of greenery and signs of 

civilization, are typical. In such a landscape, humans, 

whether mounted or on foot, are the dominant figures. 

Because humans appear as the dominant figures in an empty 

landscape, the implication is that the landscape can be 

mastered and is only waiting for the right person(s) to 

defeat the elements and bring the land to its full potential. 

Thus, as the movie or television series progresses, the 

viewers' perception of the region changes.80 

Perhaps the best example of this technique can be 

illustrated by comparing the various opening scenes of the 

popular television show, Gunsmoke. which ran weekly from 1955 

through 1975. These scenes reflect the changing perceptions 

of the harsh conditions that the Great Plains imposed on its 

human inhabitants.81 Set in Dodge City, Kansas, in the 

80ibid., 71, 74; Tuska, The American West in Film. 23-
38. 

8lGunsmoke actually began as a radio program in 1952. 
William Conrad played the role of Marshall Matt Dillon. When 
the program made the transition to television, James Arness 
assumed Dillon's part. By the time the last show aired, 
Gunsmoke had become television's longest running western. In 
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1880s, the earliest sequences show U.S. Marshall, Matt 

Dillon, on a cold and windy day, walking on Boot Hill talking 

about men who live beyond the law. Dillon, as the only 

living human in the cemetery and with cold wind blowing, 

reinforces the isolation and severe environment that exists 

on the Great Plains.82 

The "Boot Hill sequence" changed in 1962 to a gunfight 

between Marshall Dillon and another man. Although Dillon 

does not speak in this sequence, the fact that he wins the 

gunfight demonstrates what happens to those who remain 

outside the boundaries of civilization. The network used 

this opening scene in Gunsmoke until 1972. During that ten 

year period, the series depicted civilization, symbolized by 

a growing Dodge City, reaching the Great Plains. Despite the 

city's growth as portrayed in the series and all that it 

symbolized, the gunfight, which represented a continuing lack 

of civilization, still took place.83 

addition to the series appearing in syndication, Gunsmoke 
appears from time to time as made-for-television movies. 

Q^Ralph Brauer, with Donna Brauer, The Horse. The Gun 
and The Piece of Property: Changing Images of the TV Western 
(Bowling Green, OH: Bowling Green University Popular Press, 
1975), 144-46. Brauer and Brauer use these opening sequences 
to "reflect the evolution of the TV Western from gun to 
property-community Western." 

83Ibid. 
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In 1972, the opening sequence changed to one of Marshall 

Dillon galloping across the open prairie and then fading to a 

street scene of Dodge City. The open plains, with its lack 

of any vertical structures, trees, water, and civilization, 

had been replaced with human landmarks: buildings, windmills, 

planted trees ..84 

The best example of a director who utilized the 

desert/plains setting in his movies is probably John Ford. 

Ford, who began his directing career as "Jack Ford" in 1917, 

directed some 50 Westerns. Ford shot the majority of these 

Westerns on Hollywood backlots.85 He shot all, or part, of 

nine Westerns, however, in Monument Valley, on the Navajo 

Indian Reservation on the Arizona-Utah state line. Those 

nine movies--Stagecoach (1939), My Darling Clementine (1946), 

Fort Apache (1948), She Wore a Yellow Ribbon (1949), Wagon 

Master (1950), Rio Grande (1950), The Searchers (1956), 

84ibid.; Matt Truell, "Dodge City Keeps Alive Old West 
Fascination," Albuqueroue Journal. July 17, 1994, C7. Dodge 
City has capitalized on the fame that Gunsmoke brought it. 
Dodge City has recreated a two-block section along Front 
Street to represent the wide-open cowtown of the 1870s. This 
section of town is complete with period storefronts, 
showgirls who sing and dance on stage, gunfight reenactments, 
stagecoach rides, and chuc]<:wagon meals. In 1993, the Boot 
Hill Museum, located on Front Street recorded 115,000 
visitors from around the world. 

85peter Bogdanovich, John Ford (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1967), 10, 109-144. A survey of the John 
Ford filmography that Bogdanovich includes reveals that the 
first twenty-four films that Ford directed were all Westerns. 
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Sergeant Rutledge (1960), and Chevenne Autumn (1964)--so 

linked Ford with Monument Valley that for many the region 

became "John Ford Country."86 

Monument Valley was an ideal setting for films such as 

Stagecoach. Fort Aoache. She Wore a Yellow Ribbon. Wagon 

Master. Rio Grande and The Searchers, especially since the 

landscape was more realistic in presenting the conflict 

between whites and the desert Southwest Apache Indians and 

the Comanche Indians who ranged into the Southwest from the 

Great Plains. 

"John Ford Country" also describes regions of the Great 

Plains: "open prairie with moving cloud shadows, lines of 

green winding along the creek and river valleys, splintery 

buttes rising from low uplands dotted with pines."87 This 

type of scenery is ideal for those Ford films such as The 

Iron Horse (1924), Sergeant Rutledge, and Chevenne Autumn. 

86ibid.; Tuska, The Filming of the West. 377; Tuska, The 
American West in Film. 52. Ford did not begin to use 
Monument Valley as the location for his films until 1939. 
Bogdanovich, however, notes that many directors believed that 
for them to shoot a film in Monument Valley would be 
directorial "plagiarism." 

87Frazier, The Great Plains. 157. These same prairies 
could have served as the setting for Howard Hawkes' classic 
Western, Red River (1948). Yet, Hawkes shot this film on the 
Hollywood backlots. 
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which represent actions that reflect more of a Plains history 

and legend.88 

If Ford chose Monument Valley or the backlots for his 

setting rather than the Great Plains, an obvious explanation 

is that Hollywood directors, like the early photographers, 

were enamored with the rugged terrain of the Western 

mountains and rejected the Plains because they did not look 

"western" or "heroic" enough. A second explanation is that 

the Great Plains had been privatized by the time that Ford, 

and other directors, were shooting their films. On the other 

hand the deserts of Monument Valley, on the Navajo Indian 

Reservation, were readily available to Ford. 

More recently, directors have opted to use the Great 

Plains as the backdrop for their movies. These modern 

directors have recognized the need for realism in their 

settings and have chosen to move from the Hollywood backlots 

to actual locations that add to the film's viability. For 

many directors, federally owned land, such as national parks 

or monuments, provide excellent locations for filmmaking. In 

other cases, state governments lobby film directors to shoot 

their productions in that state. 

88Bogdanovich, John Ford. 120, notes that Ford filmed 
The Iron Horse, the film version of the Union Pacific 
Railroad's crossing the Great Plains, on the backlots at Fox 
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Steven Spielberg is an excellent example of a director 

who moved from Hollywood to federally owned land in order to 

shoot all, or part, of their films on location. In Close 

Encounters of the Third Kind (1977), Spielberg used Devils 

Tower National Monument as the background for the meeting 

between humans- and extraterrestrials. The National Park 

Service, however, has failed to market the film's popularity 

as a means to promote this national landmark as America's 

first national monument.89 

If the 1990s are any indication of America's love affair 

with Western myth, then, the Western movie continues to offer 

a powerful motif for filmmakers. Movie audiences, for 

example, saw glorious images of the Great Plains in Kevin 

Costner's popular film. Dances With Wolves. Its popularity 

contributed to the film's winning an Academy Award for Best 

Picture, making it the second western in the history of the 

Academy Awards to win the Best Picture category. Everything 

about film, based on Michael Blake's book about the Comanche 

Indians on the Southern Plains, had to be changed to the 

89park Rangers at Devils Tower told me that tourists ask 
more questions concerning Close Encounters of the Third Kind 
than any other, including prospects for climbing the 
monument. The two civilian concessions, located at the 
monument's entrance do have newspaper articles on the film 
and its relation to Devils Tower posted in prominent places. 
Yet, these two concessions have also failed to capitalize on 
Spielberg's use of Devils Tower as a setting in Close 
Encounters. 
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Northern Plains because Southern Plains sites were 

unavailable. Costner used the Black Hills, Badlands National 

Park, and some privately owned property, all in South Dakota, 

to film this screen adaptation of Michael Blake's book.90 

Costner's film presented several images to the audience: the 

quiet nobility of the Native American, the aggressive nature 

of the Anglo-Americans, the majesty of untamed buffalo herds, 

the vast emptiness, the rugged terrain, and the sublime 

elegance of the Great Plains. 

Despite these various images that Dances With Wolves 

presented, the National Park Service failed to promote the 

Badlands National Park via the popularity of Costner's film. 

The state of South Dakota, however, is attempting to purchase 

the privately owned land and the buffalo herd that Costner 

used for the buffalo hunting scenes in the film. State 

administrators believe that promoting the buffalo herd in 

relation to the film will provide the state with another 

tourist attraction for travelers crossing the state on their 

way to Yellowstone.91 

90see Michael Blake, Dances With Wolves (New York: 
Ballantine Books, 1988); Fred Schruers, "Kevin Costner," 
Rolling Stone (November 29, 1990): 54-57; "Around the Mall," 
Smithsonian 21 (November 1990): 25; Frank Popper, "Viewpoint: 
Dances With Wolves," Planning 57 (January, 1991): 50. Popper 
argues that "Dances With Wolves is the first Buffalo Commons 
movie." 

91lnterview with National Park Service Ranger, Joe 
Zarke, 15 August 1991, at Badlands National Park, South 
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The image of the Great Plains as a hostile landscape and 

environment has continued to influence writers and artists 

well into the twentieth century. As the Plains culture began 

to mature, however, writers and artists began to portray the 

Great Plains more realistically, and in some cases, more 

romantically.. In many instances, these artists used both 

state and/or national parks as the settings for their works. 

With the evolution of film and television as a cultural 

medium, the public has been exposed even more to the wonders 

of the Great Plains. These writers, artists, and filmmakers 

who use the Plains as a backdrop for their respective works 

have brought Americans a greater respect for Nature and for 

the biodiversity that the region, if preserved, has to offer. 

Still the Great Plains remain an enigma to both its human 

inhabitants and its visitors. For many, the central question 

remains: what will be the fate of the Great Plains and its 

inhabitants? 

Dakota. Zarke told me that the state was having some 
difficulty in acquiring the land and the buffalo from the 
rancher who owned both. He and some of his children wanted 
to sell, but his other children wanted to keep the land, and 
the buffalo, in the family. 



CHAPTER IX 

ALTERNATIVES 

Despite the federal government's best efforts to provide 

settlers with cheap and available land on the Great Plains, 

the Plains environment often conspired to defeat both the 

government and the settlers.1 The settlers who entered the 

Plains region, however, carried with them not only a 

persevering spirit, but also the attitude that, with the help 

of technology, they could bend nature to their will. Indeed, 

this tenacity and belief in modern techniques helped the 

settlers withstand the droughts of the mid-189Os and the 

first decade of the 1900s. In turn, advances in technology 

served to further perpetuate their belief that nature was 

simply a "handmaiden to the human spirit." Specifically, 

farm advances centered on the introduction of drought-

resistant wheat and the dry farming method of tillage 

cropping.2 Thus, new agricultural practises, along with the 

Isee Chapter III of this dissertation. 

2william Riebsame, "The United States Great Plains," in 
The Earth As Transformed bv Human Action, ed. B.L. Turner 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 570. 
Margaret Hargraves, Dry Farming in the Northern Great Plains. 
1900-1925 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1957) 
offers the most extensive documentation of dry farming on the 
Great Plains. 

378 
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development of better plows with which to break the prairie 

sod, allowed settlers to convert the "barren" grasslands of 

the Great Plains into viable cropland. These factors, 

including the availability of cheap land, helped the Plains 

population to grow well into the 1930s. 

These "glory days," however, were severely reversed by 

the economic depression and Dust Bowl of the 1930s. These 

untimely disasters made wheat farming unprofitable and led to 

the first large outmigration from the region. In 193 6, 

President Franklin Roosevelt authorized a Committee on the 

Great Plains to study the causes of the Dust Bowl and to 

offer some solutions to the problems facing agriculture in 

that region. The Committee's report. The Future of the Great 

Plains, clearly stated that the Dust Bowl resulted from the 

settlers' attitude that "Man conquers Nature." The 

Committee's primary recommendation was that this attitude 

would have to be reformed if similar catastrophes were to be 

avoided.3 

Five years before the Committee on the Great Plains was 

commissioned, Walter Prescott Webb extolled the different 

ways that humans who settled on the Great Plains had grappled 

with and adjusted to the various environmental conditions 

that the Plains presented them. Twenty-four years later Carl 

3Future of the Great Plains. House Document 144, 75th 
Congress, 1st session, 63. 
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F. Kraenzel reinforced Webb's thesis that success on the 

Great Plains required on-going adaptations to the Plains 

environment.4 since Webb and Kraenzel, several histories 

have been written documenting humankind's successful 

assimilation to the Great Plains environment. 

Unfortunately, one adjustment, or rather reformation, 

failed to take place. It was the Committee on the Great 

Plains original recommendation that Plains inhabitants 

abandon their belief that humankind could conquer Nature. 

People on the Plains opted, instead, to trust technology for 

easier methods of exploiting the land. These "techno-fixes" 

included herbacides, pesticides, fertilizers, and deep well 

irrigation systems, which have had several consequences. The 

first was short-term economic profits, but at the long-term 

detriment to the Plains environment. The second effect has 

created an increased dependency on technological advances in 

order to overcome the conditions that earlier technologies 

created. While one result has been the advent of cheap food, 

the final outcome has been that people on the Plains must 

increasingly rely on government subsidies that encourage "no-

4carl F. Kraenzel, The Great Plains in Transition 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1955), especially 
Chapters 21, "The Need to Adapt or Get Out," and 24, "Keys 
for Survival." 
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risk" agricultural practices, which, in turn, have resulted 

in iDOth agricultural and government financial waste.5 

The vacillating cycle of adaptation and readaptation has 

primarily been a "knee-jerk" reaction to changing economic 

institutions, that is, agricultural markets, and rarely an 

adjustment to .those cyclical shifts in nature. Although 

these adaptations have proven to be economically successful 

in the short term, their long term effects have been to 

create a new set of ecological problems that must be 

addressed in order for human inhabitants of the Plains to 

fashion a successful and continuing inhabitation.6 

Beginning in the 1970s, historians began to focus on 

these economic adaptations and their long-term detrimental 

effects on the Great Plains environment and society: 

5Donald Worster, An Unsettled Country: Changing 
Landscapes of the American West. (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico Press, 1994), 102-4, 112-13. Worster calls the 
1936 report. The Future of the Great Plains, "one of the most 
important documents published about the region." 

6john W. Bennett, "Human Adaptations To the North 
American Great Plains and Similar Environments," The Struggle 
for the Land: Indigenous Insight and Industrial Empire in 
the Semiarid World, ed. Paul Olson (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1990), 71-2. Bennett calls this adapting to 
agricultural markets the "Worster effect" after Donald 
Worster's 1979 work on the Dust Bowl, in which Worster 
suggests that the federal welfare relief and soil 
conservation programs that the government initiated the 
1930s, and after, have often provided farmers with an 
unearned financial cushion, and have encouraged them to 
overexploit fragile, high-risk lands. 
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declining soil fertility; increasing reliance on fertilizers 

to replenish soil fertility; increasing soil and water 

pollution from the fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides 

used to to control insects and weeds; loss of soil due to 

wind and water erosion; declining water resources; loss of 

plant and wildlife diversity; increasing bankruptcy or 

reliance on government subsidies; and a declining farm 

population.7 Among the most vocal of the recent Great Plains 

historians has been Donald Worster, an eminent environmental 

historian at the University of Kansas. Worster has written 

several books and essays detailing the detrimental impact 

7Jackson, New Roots for Agriculture. New Edition 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1980), 14-31; 
Worster, An Unsettled Country. 102-9; "Where Breakdown and 
Bankruptcy Play," The Economist (2 November 1991), 21-3. In 
addition to these catastrophes, some researchers are 
including the effects that global warming from use of carbon 
based fuels and chemicals is having on the Great Plains 
climate. "Climate Warming Effects: Assessment by Analogy," 
Chemical and Engineering News 64 (24 November 1986) : 37; 
Bruce Finley, "Giant Sand Dunes May Turn Plains To Desert," 
The Denver Post. 18 April 1990: Al,13; "U.S. Geologists 
Confirm West's Desert Danger," The Denver Post. 19 April 
1990): 1B,5B; "Global Warming: Turning the Great Plains into 
Dust - Again," U.S.A. Today Magazine (August, 1991): 13-14; 
Richard F. Madole, "Stratigraphic Evidence of Desertification 
in the West-Central Great Plains Within the Past 1000 Yr.," 
Geology. 22 (June, 1994): 483-6; William E. Riebsame, 
"Anthropogenic Climate Change and a New Paradigm of Natural 
Resource Planning," The Professional Geographer 42 (February, 
1990): 1-12. 
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that settlement and technology has had on the Great Plains 

environment.8 

While Worster was not the first author to document the 

deteriorating conditions on the Great Plains, it seems that 

since the publication of Dust Bowl: The Great Plains in the 

1930s (1979) historians, geographers, land planners, and 

others has increasingly focused on the Great Plains and its 

declining fertility, economy, and population. Rallying to 

cries of "Save the Plains," this fellowship of concerned 

academics and laypeople have proffered a variety of solutions 

for preserving, maintaining, or exploiting the Great Plains. 

Interestingly enough, several of these solutions appear 

similar to plans for a grasslands national park or, at least, 

they involve significant prairie restoration. 

Bret Wallach, a geographer and MacArthur Fellow at the 

University of Oklahoma, was one of the first to offer a plan 

to alleviate the human impact on the Plains. Wallach's plan 

8Donald Worster, Dust Bowl: The Southern Plains in the 
1930s (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979); Worster, 
"Grassland Follies: Agricultural Capitalism on the Plains," 
Under Western Skies: Nature and History in the American West 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 93-105; Worster, 
"Cowboy Ecology," Under Western Skies. 34-52; Worster, An 
Unsettled Country. 91-120. "Grassland Follies" originally 
appeared in The Great Plains Ouarterly 6, Spring, 1986. 
Worster presented earlier versions of"Cowboy Ecology" at the 
annual American Historical Association meeting in December, 
1989 and at the annual Charles L. Wood Lecture in 
Agricultural History, Texas Tech University, in February, 
1991. 
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was based on two premises: American farmers have continued 

to use, unnecessarily, marginal farm land to produce a crop 

surplus, and that the federal government has subsidized 

acreage reduction programs by paying farmers not to plant 

crops on highly erodible land. Wallach believed that the 

federal government should buy that marginal crop land and 

then turn it into national prairie parks or national 

grasslands, which in the long run would cost less than 

subsidizing farmers. In the proposed national 

parks/grasslands, Wallach suggested that commercial grazing 

be balanced with recreation and that the administering agency 

work to reestablish the native grasses. In order to 

implement his proposal, Wallach suggested that the federal 

government and farmers enter into voluntary contracts to 

retire their cropland for fifteen years. At the end of the 

fifteen years, title to the land, except for a forty-acre 

homestead, would revert to the federal government. Despite 

the merit that Wallach's plan had, both the federal 

government and the public ignored it.9 

9Bret Wallach, "The Return of the Prairie," Landscape 28 
(1985): 3-5. Wallach suggests that the Forest Service assume 
the role of the administering agency since they have a proven 
record for grasslands management. The merit in Wallach's 
plan for the local farmer or rancher is that they would 
receive almost $375,000 for crops they never planted. Plus, 
the farmer or rancher, who had an emotional attachment to the 
land, could continue to live on their 40-acre homestead after 
the government assumed the title to the land. Wallach 
believed that this solution would be better for farmers than 
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Probably the most controversial proposal for a modern 

adaptation to the Great Plains has come from two Rutgers 

University academics, Frank Popper, a land planner, and his 

wife, Deborah Epstein Popper, a geographer. Focusing on the 

Plains declining economy and population, the Poppers 

suggested that the federal government and public and private 

organizations and individuals acquire the most economically 

and environmentally marginal areas of the Great Plains and 

then return the buffalo to those regions.10 This "Buffalo 

Commons," the popular name for their plan, would turn a large 

portion of the Great Plains back into "the world's largest 

historic preservation project, the ultimate national park."ll 

To say that most Plains residents have rejected the 

Poppers' suggestion would be the height of understatement. 

losing their land to bankruptcy once the government 
discontinued its subsidy programs. 

lOFrank and Deborah Epstein Popper, "A Daring Proposal 
for Dealing With An Inevitable Disaster," Planning 53 
(December, 1987): 12-18. A lengthier version of this article 
appears as "The Fate of the Plains," in From High Country 
News: Reopening the Western Frontier. Ed Marston, editor 
(Washington, DC: Island Press, 1989), 98-113. Popper and 
Popper sent Dr. Jim Fenton an even longer version of "The 
Fate of the Plains" in April 1988. Frank J. and Deborah 
Epstein Popper, "Saving the Plains: The Bison Gambit," The 
Washington Post. 6 August 1989: B3. 

llpopper and Popper, "A Daring Proposal for Dealing With 
An Inevitable Disaster," 18. 
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Most of the Plains residents who attend the various meetings 

that the Poppers have conducted throughout the region deny 

that any problems exist and view the Buffalo Commons concept 

as the work of eastern academic elites who have no idea about 

life on the Plains.12 

The Plains residents who reject the Buffalo Commons 

concept refer to the Poppers' plan as "Poppercock" or respond 

in similar negative fashion in letters and public debate to 

the Buffalo Commons proposal. At a meeting in McCook, 

Nebraska, a local farmer named Paul Oman physically 

confronted Frank Popper and had to be restrained by the local 

sheriff's deputies.13 

Wallach predicted and the Poppers proved that the 

initial reactions to their plans would be rejection and 

hostility. Paul Oman, bodyguards, and "Poppercock" 

represent the more radical responses to the Poppers' 

12The most comprehensive and lively discussion of the 
Buffalo Commons and the response from Great Plains residents 
is Anne Matthews, Where the Buffalo Roam: The Storm Over the 
Revolutionary Plan to Restore America's Great Plains (New 
York: Grove Press, 1992) . 

13Matthews, "The Poppers and the Plains" New York Times 
Magazine 24 June 1990: 24-26, 41-53; Hugh Sidney, "Where the 
Buffalo Roamed," Time (24 September 1990): 55; Matthews, 
Where the Buffalo Roam. 54-55. Ruth Eckdish Knack, "The 
Poppers Strike a Nerve" Planning (May, 1990): 20-22; Kit 
Miniclier, "Buffalo Park Debate Heats Up" Denver Post. 24 
April 1990: 5B; Bruce Finley, "Plan for Massive 'Buffalo 
Commons' Explained," Denver Post. 1 May 1991: Bl, 8. 
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proposal. Yet, when the Poppers have been able to explain 

their plan to Plains inhabitants, acceptance increases and 

hostility decreases. At the same McCook, Nebraska, meeting 

in which Paul Oman confronted Frank Popper, one of the 

McCook Community College instructors, Charlie Gregory, noted 

that the anti-Popper sentiment eventually shifted from 

approximately 75% to 35% by the end of the session.14 Qne 

can also see the growing acceptance of the Buffalo Commons 

idea by the growing number of ranchers who are replacing 

cattle with buffalo.15 

Several ranchers, especially on the northern Plains, 

since the 1980s have either run both cattle and buffalo, or 

just buffalo, on their ranches. Two of the most successful 

of the latter category are Roy Houck and Ted Turner. Houck 

initially tried to run purebred cattle on his range on the 

prairie northwest of Fort Pierre, South Dakota. When a 

blizzard that swept the Plains ravaged the cattle herd, Houck 

switched to buffalo and now has a herd of about 3000 head.16 

Ted Turner, the media mogul, is probably the most famous of 

western buffalo ranchers in America. Turner, an absentee 

14Matthews, "The Poppers and the Plains," 49; Matthews, 
Where the Buffalo Roam. 53. 

15Jon R. Luoma, "Back Home on the Range," Audubon 95 
(March/April, 1993): 50. Estimates are that of the 120,000 
bison in North America today, approximately 1000 western 
ranchers own 80 percent (96,000 head) as private stock. 

16sidney, "Where the Buffalo Roamed," 53-55. 
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landowner, ordered that all of the cattle on the Flying D 

ranch, south of Bozeman, Montana, be replaced with buffalo 

when he iDOught the land in 1989. Between 1989 and 1994, 

Turner's herd has grown from 3000 head to approximately 5,700 

head. In addition to the Montana herd. Turner also has 2,100 

buffalo in New Mexico and plans to stock a third ranch. 

Turner, who already has the world's largest private herd, 

lists his "immediate" goal as having 10,000 buffalo.17 

Worster, Wallach, and the Poppers are but a few of the 

growing number of historians, geographers, land-use planners, 

natural scientists, and soil conservationists to condemn 

current Plains agricultural practices as leading to a 

catastrophe unlike any other experienced on the Great Plains. 

Plains residents and other professionals, however, answer 

"gloom and doom" challenges by pointing to the technological 

innovations that have increased agricultural output on the 

Plains and note that advancing technology has added to the 

Plains resiliency.18 This technological "tinkering," which 

17Luoma, "Back Home on the Range," 50; Bryan Hodgson, 
"Buffalo: Back Home on the Range," National Geographic 
(November, 1994): 75-78; Burkhard Bilger, "Where the Buffalo 
Roam: From A Mythic Past, Buffalo Make A Comeback," Oklahoma 
Today 42 (January-February 1992): 12-21. 

18william E. Riebsame, "Sustainability of the Great 
Plains in an Uncertain Climate," Great Plains Research 1 
(1991): 136-38. It is important to note the difference 
between "adaptation" and "resiliency." The traditional 
meaning of adaptation is "the ability of an organism or 
system to change form and function in response to new 
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includes altering tillage practices, introducing mixed 

cropping strategies and new hybrids, and improving management 

strategies, offers no coherent plan for developing a 

sustainable agricultural program on the Great Plains. 

Additionally, such piecemeal "techno-fixes" are geared for 

maintaining the agricultural status quo on the Great Plains 

and do not address parks, recreation, wilderness, or natural 

diversity. 

The only coherent plan to address Great Plains 

agriculture comes from Wes Jackson of the Land Institute near 

Salina, Kansas. Jackson's solution, which is discussed in 

greater detail later, would use perennial crops to enhance 

the Plains resiliency in withstanding environmental 

disasters. Even though this plan entails using grasses that 

are more native to the Plains, the ultimate goal envisions 

the Plains country all planted up and fails to grapple with 

parks, recreation, wilderness, or complete natural diversity. 

conditions." In the case of the Great Plains, "adaptation 
refers to systematic change in which social systems take on 
quite different forms to reduce risks." Resiliency, on the 
other hand, is "the ability of a system to return to 
predisturbance status without lasting fundamental change," 
and "indicates an ability to absorb shocks and then return to 
'normal.'" In the case of the Great Plains, "return[int] to 
predisturbance status" means the ability of the Plains and 
its human inhabitants to return to traditional agricultural 
practices, not the ability to return to pre-agricultural 
status. 
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One of the most popular methods of modified cultivation 

practices combines traditional crops and limited plowing is 

"No-till planting." No-till planting is a form of 

"conservation tillage," which leaves at least 30 percent of 

the leaves and stalks from previous crops on the soil surface 

after planting. By following the "no-till" practice, both 

farmers and the soil benefit. Farmers reduce the use of farm 

machinery for tilling and fertilizing and, therefore, 

conserve fuel. In addition to minimizing wind and water 

erosion, the crop residue limits soil and water pollution 

from chemicals, adds organic matter to the soil, and 

conserves soil moisture.19 

Crop residue management, or conservation tillage, is but 

one method that farmers are using to reduce their expenses 

while maximizing their acreage. Other farmers are looking 

for better ways to improve their crop yields and, at the same 

time, develop cropping systems that imitate the prairie's 

innate ability to replenish itself.20 

19"No-Till Planting on the Rise, but Plowing Also Edges 
Up," Farm Bureau News. 73 (19 December 1994):3. No-till and 
reduced-till agriculture accounted for approximately 60% (172 
million acres) of farmland put into production on 1994. 
Heavily tilled acres accounted for the remaining 40% (111 
million acres) of farmland in production. 

20john Walter, "Environment," Successful Farming (15 
February 1990) : 41. 
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Several agricultural research stations, such as the 

Carrington Research Extension Center at North Dakota State 

University and the Natural Resources Research Center (NRRC) 

at Fort Collins, Colorado, have become showcases for new 

agricultural techniques on the Plains. Under the supervision 

of John Gardner, the Carrington station has experimented with 

at least four innovative approaches to improving crop yields 

without stripping the soil of its nutrients: multiple crops, 

alternative crops, "exotic" crops, and perennial crops. One 

such procedure is planting multiple crops, such as spring 

wheat and flax, for their "overyielding" capabilities when 

grown together. In a monoculture system, where these crops 

would be planted separately, the yields would be greater, but 

so would the cost to the soil be greater. Planted together, 

a polyculture makes fuller use of the land, without draining 

the soil of its nutrients. In addition, polycultures take 

greater advantage of sun, water, and space.21 

Planting alternative crops is not innovative 

agriculture. What is new to the Plains agricultural process 

is the type of crops that the Carrington station is 

recommending to farmers. The new crops--buclcwheat, canola. 

21ibid. Two or more crops planted together and then 
outperforming one of them grown alone is "overyielding." In 
the case of spring wheat and flax, two to three additional 
bushels of flax compensate for every bushel of wheat lost 
when the two are combined. 
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fava beans, grain amaranth, and safflower--have grown in 

demand due to their health benefits or use as an oilseed. 

The fact that these crops are well adapted to the Plains adds 

to their attractiveness as an alternative crop in a 

monoculture system. The research center is also 

experimenting with a new crops to use for nitrogen fixing in 

place of letting the land lay fallow for a planting season, 

which would allow the land to replenish its chemical balance 

naturally. Such "companion crops" or "living mulches" are 

legumes that use little moisture, while providing nitrogen 

fixation, weed control, and erosion control.22 

The fourth innovation to traditional agricultural 

practices is replacing annual crops, such as wheat, with 

perennial crops, such as wheatgrass. Perennial crops would 

need planting every five to ten years and could be harvested 

for their grass and grain. Perennial crops would not deplete 

the soil as much as annual crops do. Other advantages of 

perennial crops include reducing the gasoline, oil, 

fertilizer, pesticides, and irrigation that annual crops 

require in planting and harvesting. Farmers would have the 

benefit of spending less time and money on a renewable 

resource, while reaping the profits.23 

22ibid. 

23ibid. 
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The Natural Resources Research Center is attempting to 

build a computer based systems approach to provide Plains 

farmers and ranchers with information relating to the most 

profitable use of irrigation and chemicals along with 

cropping and grazing strategies. The NRCC information 

package takes into consideration "production, marketing, and 

social concerns" in an attempt to protect the Plains 

environment while sustaining agricultural productivity.24 

Unfortunately, this plan ignores "greed." 

The Carrington Center's latter approach of perennial 

cropping is similar to the sustainable agriculture techniques 

that Wes Jackson is promoting on the Kansas prairies. 

Jackson, who co-founded The Land Institute outside of Salina, 

Kansas, promotes using agricultural techniques that mimic the 

region's natural ecosystem. For those proponents of 

sustainable agriculture, Jackson's solution means creating a 

herbaceous perennial polyculture system that produces a high 

enough yield to make it economically competitive with the 

traditional monoculture systems.25 

24Dennis Senft, "Conserving the Great Plains for All," 
Agricultural Research (August, 1992): 5-10. 

25wes Jackson and Marty Bender, "Investigations into 
Perennial Polyculture," Meeting the Expectations of the Land 
Essays in Sustainable Agriculture and Stewardship, ed. Wes 
Jackson, Wendell Berry, and Bruce Colman (San Francisco: 
North Point Press, 1984), 183-84; Evan Eisenberg, "Back To 
Eden," The Atlantic Monthly 264 (November, 1989): 59; Jon 
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According to Jackson, an agricultural system founded on 

a perennial polyculture would benefit farmers seven ways, 

five involving resources and two involving social 

considerations.26 (i) gy planting perennials, farmers could 

cut their soil loss to near zero, thereby negating the need 

for fertilizers to replace lost soil. (2) Farmers could 

lessen their fuel costs because they would not need to 

cultivate the soil so often. (3) Perennials would conserve 

water, so farmers could cut down on irrigating and again 

reduce their fuel consumption. (4) More efficient water 

usage would make other irrigation problems, such as water 

diversion, soil salting, siltation, and aquifer depletion, 

more manageable. (5) Farmers would spent less on pest 

control since perennial ecosystems provide their own sources 

for pest control. This natural pest control system reduces 

the need for industrial pest-control chemicals that pollute 

the soil and the ground water.27 

Luoma, "Prophet of the Prairie," Audubon 91 (November, 1989): 
56. 

26jackson actually notes eight benefits: six as 
resource considerations and two as social considerations. He 
lists fuel consumption for preparing the seed bed, planting, 
and cultivating for weed control as a separate gain. I have 
included it as a part of the second benefit. 

27Jackson and Bender, "Investigations into Perennial 
Polyculture," 191. 
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Perennial polycultures that reduced expenses for the 

above mentioned resource uses would make land ownership 

questions more manageable. In addition to reducing the 

problems surrounding land ownership, perennial polyculture 

systems, contingent on the Plains resiliency, would bring 

back into production the more than 100 million acres of land 

that the government has withdrawn from cultivation as 

marginal farm land. According to Jackson, opening marginal 

farm lands to a perennial agricultural system would reduce 

farm prices and increase the opportunity for more people to 

own a farm where they could "earn a decent living" and "live 

decently."28 

One should note three things about Jackson's perennial 

polyculture proposal. First, Jackson's approach differs from 

the Carrington Center's. Jackson's bioregional, perennial 

polyculture system advocates small agricultural operations 

based largely on horse technology, while the Carrington 

Center's research is focused toward maintaining the large 

farm operation that utilizes tractor technology. Secondly, 

Jackson's concept of sustainable agriculture grounded on a 

perennial polyculture with the small farm as the basic unit 

has the potential of fulfilling the 1862 Congressional dream 

of filling the Great Plains with 160 acre farms. Finally, 

28ibid., 191-92 
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the resource and social benefits that Jackson listed all 

provide the farmer with some sort of economic savings.29 

While Jackson and his followers at the Land Institute 

are actively promoting an agricultural system of covering the 

Plains with perennial plants that were once native to the 

region, other .Plains residents are busy plowing up their 

prairies. Large operators still can purchase land at 

relatively low prices, plow it up, plant wheat on it, and 

then sell the cultivated land for a profit. In some cases, 

farmers have plowed their marginal ranges and then applied 

for government assistance, as with the Payment In Kind (PIK) 

program, in order to take that land back out of production. 

"Sodbusting," as this practice is called, resulted in Montana 

and Colorado losing approximately 6.4 million acres of 

marginal grassland to the plow during the late 1970s and 

early 1980s. Some 27 million acres scattered throughout 

other sections of the United States fell to "sodbusting" 

during the same period.30 

29For the comparison between The Land Institute's 
program and the Carrington Center's approach to sustainable 
agriculture and perennial polycultures see Wes Jackson, "A 
Search for the Unifying Concept for Sustainable Agriculture," 
Meeting the Expectations of the Land. 214-29; Jackson and 
Bender, "Investigations into Perennial Polyculture," 186-91; 
and Walter, "Environment," 41. The second and third 
observations are my own. 

30Robert T. Grieves, "Carving Out a New Dust Bowl," Time 
(27 June 1983): 27. Farmers who enroll in the PIK program 
can sell federal surplus grain if they agree to plant less 
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This misuse of the land and the government subsidy 

program has resulted in the Conservation Reserve Program 

(CRP), which was established as a part of the Food Security 

Plan of 1985. Under the provisions of this federal land-use 

regulation program, the government could rent up to 25 

percent of marginal farm land in any single county and put it 

back to grass for ten years. The ultimate goal of the CRP 

was to retire alDout 45 million acres, approximately one-half, 

of the Great Plains from production. The CRP program, while 

reeking of government intervention in land-use, is a watered-

down form of the original bill that Colorado Republican 

Senator William Armstrong introduced in 1983. Armstrong's 

bill, which had both the Reagan Administration's and the 

Montana Stockgrowers Association's support, denied federal 

payments for crops that farmers planted on marginal or highly 

erodible land.31 

wheat on their land in a given year. Once a farmer has been 
accepted into the PIK program, he can petition the government 
for a percentage of the surplus grain based on the amount of 
wheat that his land would have produced if it had been 
planted to wheat. Once he gets his allocation of government 
surplus wheat, the farmer sell the wheat or hold it for a 
higher price. 

3lDonald Worster, An Unsettled Country. 116; Grieves, 
"Carving Out a New Dust Bowl," 27. Worster notes that at an 
average rental of $50 per acre per year ($500 per acre over 
the ten year rental period), the federal government pays the 
farmer more in rent "than most of the Great Plains costs to 
buy." 
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The fact that Armstrong, a westerner, would introduce a 

bill calling for land-use control and get support from a 

western stock growers association that traditionally opposes 

such legislation demonstrates the dire situation facing the 

Great Plains and its residents. Armstrong is not alone in 

his concern for the fate of the Plains. Some states, such as 

Colorado, are beginning to face the facts that some of its 

citizens are "farm[ing] the federal crop programs, [and] not 

the land." To stop sodbusters from plowing marginal farmland 

any further, both the Colorado county and state governments 

have taken action. Weld County, Colorado, for example, 

requires sodbusters to submit a conservation plan and obtain 

permission from the county commissioners before plowing. The 

Colorado state legislature also joined the battle against 

sodbusting when it strengthened an existing legislation that 

allowed counties to enforce conservation regulations and to 

hold violators responsible for any destruction that their 

plowing caused.32 

Continued intensified agriculture on the Plains, coupled 

with an increasing national population and its demands, have 

magnified the stress on the land. By plowing up the grasses 

that hold the fragile prairies intact, "sodbusters" could be 

32Bernie Spanogle, quoted in Grieves, "Carving Out a New 
Dust Bowl," 27. Spanolgle is the district forest ranger at 
the Pawnee National Grasslands, Colorado. 
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setting the stage for Dust Bowls similar to those of the 

1930s and 1950s. This time, however, the disaster could be 

worse, thanks to global warming, depleted water tables, and 

extended drought periods. Yet, farmers in their dependence 

on tractor technology and capitalist agriculture have refused 

to recognize the possibilities of their actions and adapt 

their technologies to meet the repercussions that tractor 

agriculture creates.33 

Bret Wallach, the Poppers, and Wes Jackson offer three 

suggestions for adapting to the changing economic and 

technological conditions that both the Great Plains and the 

world face. Their proposals, however, have not gained much 

headway with the majority of the Great Plains populace. As 

radical as Wallach's and the Buffalo Commons notions are, 

there is one other proposal, "small town triage," that is 

even more drastic.34 

33Grieves, "Carving Out A New Dust Bowl," 27; R. Douglas 
Hurt, "Return of the Dust Bowl: The Filthy Fifties," Journal 
of the West 18 (October, 1979): 85-93; "Turning the Great 
Plains into Dust-- Again," 13; Russel Nichols, "Dust Gets In 
Your Eyes," New Scientist 11 (August, 1988): 61; William E. 
Riebsame, "Anthropogenic Climate Change," 2, 7-8; Aaron 
Sachs, "Dust To Dust," World Watch 7 (January/February, 
1994): 32-5; Worster, An Unsettled Country. 91-6. 

34Donald Dale Jackson, "You Survive Because Everyone 
Cares, Everyone Has Walked in Your Shoes" Smithsonian 21 
(November, 1990): 44. 
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The "triage" concept gets its name from a French medical 

procedure that was implemented during World War I in the 

treatment of mortally wounded soldiers. This approach 

entailed a policy of medical selectivity based on a process 

of elimination and required a standard method used in 

selecting those soldiers that would receive treatment first. 

Thus, slightly wounded and mortally wounded soldiers did not 

receive immediate medical treatment. The rationale behind 

this concept was that the slightly injured would, most 

likely, recover without immediate treatment while the 

mortally wounded would presumably not survive despite the 

benefits of expedient readiness. Therefore, prompt medical 

attention was reserved for those soldiers who were moderately 

wounded. The French medical establishment hypothesized that 

the highest number of soldiers could be saved if the efforts 

of the medical teams were targeted towards the middle group 

instead of towards those located near the extremes.35 

As applied to small towns, the government would pump 

funds into those rural towns with populations ranging from 

2,500 to 5,000 people. To qualify for public funds rural 

towns would have to meet one of two requirements: a 

35Thomas L. Daniels and Mark B. Lapping, "Small Town 
Triage: A Rural Settlement Policy for the American Midwest" 
Journal of Rural Studies 3 (1987): 275. Daniels and Lapping 
included the Great Plains states of Kansas, Oklahoma, North 
Dakota, South Dakota, and Texas in their study. 
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demonstration that they can attain sustained growth with some 

financial aid; or, the ability to attract new economic 

activity. In the second case, the public funding would be 

used to offset any strains that the new activity placed on 

the town's infrastructure. Towns of fewer than 2,500 would 

be left to succeed on their own or wither and die. The 

triage strategy would also provide funds for larger cities, 

5,000-15,000 people, in order to foster regional urban 

growth, and, at the same time, slow any regional exodus.36 

As a strategy to reform farming practices, triage would 

have little, if any, direct environmental or agricultural 

effect on the Plains. It does, however, create the paradox 

of having to depopulate the region in order to save it. By 

allowing small communities to wither and die, triage 

encourages the tide of outmigration that it is trying to 

stem. The decline in the services that the community 

provided would mean that farmers would have to drive farther 

in order to acquire those services. The distance factor 

might make the farming of outlying areas cost prohibitive. 

Farmers might, therefore, find it more economically feasible 

to let distant fields revert to prairie status. Without a 

doubt, those lands that the farmers chose to ignore would be 

those of marginal use for crops. Thus, the triage strategy 

36ibid., 275-6. 



402 

would have the same beneficial effects that the government 

"set aside" or "buy out" programs would have. Marginal farm 

land would be retired from tillage and allowed to return to 

its natural prairie state. 

The Center for the New West, a Denver-based think tank 

focusing on Western economic growth, has proffered a new 

approach to overcoming the economic and population problems 

currently facing Plains residents. Under the directorship of 

Phil Burgess, and funded through the Ford Foundation, the 

Center conducted studies that focused on the ability of the 

Great Plains residents to adapt to the world's changing 

economy. Like the triage strategy, the Center's solution 

suggests economic adaptation to the dilemmas that people on 

the Plains face. Still, the Center for the New West 

considers its alternative for Plains community survival to be 

less radical, and more viable, than either the Buffalo 

Commons or the triage theories. 

According to the Center for the New West, those 

communities that will survive on the Great Plains will be 

those communities that can compete in the "New Economy." In 

this New Economy, local agriculture and small business must 

meet both local and global needs, which increases the roles 

of technology, telecommunications, and global trade.37 

37john C. Shepard, Colleen Boggs, Louis D. Higgs, and 
Phil Burgess, A New Vision of the Heartland: The Great 
Plains in Transition. A Report to The Ford Foundation and the 
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The Center for the New West predicts that tourism and 

recreation are likely to increase phenomenally over the next 

fifty years. Thus, the existing state and national parks on 

the Plains will play an increasing role in meeting these 

demands. The Center bases their conclusion on the increased 

tourism at the Little Big Horn Monument, Mount Rushmore, 

Carlsbad Caverns, and Medora, South Dakota. Based on record 

attendance, state landmarks and celebrations, such as the 

musical "Texas" at Palo Duro Canyon or the Brush, Colorado 

rodeo, are also showing an increased public interest.38 

The Center for the New West's discussion of the publics' 

increasing demand for recreational and tourist facilities 

gives added impetus to creating more Great Plains or 

Tallgrass Prairie National Parks, or at least enlarging those 

national parks that already exist on the Plains. (Based, 

Aspen Institute (Denver: Center for the New West, 1992), 5, 
19-22, 55. The Center for the New West defines "New Economy" 
as being "characterized by global competition in global 
markets, the fragmentation of mass markets into niche 
markets, information and technology intensity, 
entrepreneurship and innovation, rapid turnover in products 
and markets, and the growing economic importance of leisure 
and tourism activities". The "Old Economy" relied more on 
extractive industries (mining, logging, intensive 
agriculture) and was "based on mass markets, large 
manufacturing firms, long product cycles and hierarchical 
management and labor systems." 

38ibid., 22. 
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however, on the government's reluctance to buy or condemn 

private property in order to create new parks on the Plains, 

any new parks would have to be carved from the public domain, 

which would greatly reduce the availability of quintessential 

sites.) 

Closely linked with maintaining the status quo in 

privatization and agricultural exploitation, and in direct 

opposition to proposals of the Poppers and Wes Jackson, is 

the Wise Use/Property Rights Movement. As indicated in 

Chapter 6, the modern Wise Use Movement bears little 

resemblance to the ideas of Gifford Pinchot and the 

Progressive Era. While today's "wise use" activist might 

claim to be descendents of Gifford Pinchot, they are, in 

reality, more closely related to the nineteenth century 

robber barons who exploited America's natural resources 

without regard for the environment or the future, all in the 

name of free enterprise.39 

39David Helvarg, The War Against the Greens: The "Wise-
Use" Movement, the New Right, and Anti-Environmental Violence 
(San Francisco: The Sierra Club, 1994), 18, 77; Adam Pertman 
"Wise Use Label An Umbrella for 500 Groups" and 
"Environmental Movement Acquires Potent Opposition" 
Albuoueroue Journal (9 October 1994): B8; David Lapp, "Wise 
Use's Labor Ruse" Environmental Action 25 (Fall, 1993): 23-4; 
R. Edward Grumbine, "Wilderness, Wise Use, and Sustainable 
Development" Environmental Ethics 16 (Fall, 1994): 239-242; 
and Northern Lights 9 (Winter 1994): 9-26. Although the 
"wise use movement" is often presented a grassroots movement, 
national organizations exist that both feed of off these 
local movements' activities and provide the legislative 
guidance and networking that give the anti-environmental 
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Members of the Wise Use/Property Rights Movement believe 

that environmental laws and regulations are too expensive, 

job destroying, and a threat to private property. These 

groups see the environmental movement as a form of creeping 

socialism, designed to limit the right of private citizens to 

develop their land as they see fit, or to deprive, outright, 

citizens of their land. The Wise Use/Property Rights 

Movement condemns environmentalism as the new "pagan" 

religion, where trees have more standing than people. With 

such an anti-environmental outlook, the ultimate goal of the 

Wise Use Movement is to eliminate most of the environmental 

laws and regulations that put trees before people and jobs.40 

forces their strength. At the national level, these 
organizations have assumed names that belie their anti-
environmental stance: Alliance for Environment and 
Resources, Environmental Conservation Organization, and 
National Wetlands Coalition. The funding for many of the 
anti-environmental rallies and lobbying efforts comes from 
such diverse organizations as the American Farm Bureau 
Federation, with its ties to agricultural chemical and 
biotechnical industries, the Cattleman's Association, the 
National Rifle Association, the American Petroleum Institute, 
National Homebuilders, Forest Products Association, Coal 
Association, and the American Mining Congress. In 
conjunction with the groups listed above, the Wise 
Use/Property Rights movement gets support from foreign 
sources: Sun Myung Moon, whose Washington Times newspaper 
provides extensive coverage of the wise use movement, and 
Honda and Kawasaki, makers of offroad vehicles and jetskis. 

40Trees, in this instance, are symlDolic of any attempt 
to preserve any organism that is part of an endangered 
ecosystem. On the Plains, this could be wet-lands, the 
black-footed ferret, or the tallgrass prairie. 
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Wise Use/Property Rights proponents have suggested a 

twenty-five point "Wise Use Agenda" that includes the 

following points, which have both direct and indirect 

implications for the North American grasslands. 

"Exemption from the Endangered Species Act, 'non-
adaptive -species such as the California Condor, and 
endemic species lacking the biological vigor to spread 
in range. . . .'" 

"The right of prodevelopment groups to sue on behalf of 
industries threatened or harmed by environmentalists." 

"Opening all public lands 'including wilderness and 
national parks' to mining and energy development." 

"Expanding national park concessions under the 
management of private firms, 'with expertise in people-
moving such as Walt Disney.'"41 

Obviously, proponents of the Wise Use/Property Rights 

Movement view Bret Wallach, the Poppers, The Nature 

Conservancy, and the National Parks and Conservation 

Association and their plans for a Great Plains/Tallgrass 

Prairie National Park as an environmental socialist plot to 

depopulate the Great Plains. Wise Use/Property Rights 

proponents also believe that governmental attempts at 

4lAlan M. Gottlieb, ed.. The Wise Use Agenda (Bellevue, 
WA.: Free Enterprise Press, 1989), 5-18; Helvarg, The War 
Against the Greens. 77. 
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restricting those Plains inhabitants and their land 

development activities is also an anathema.42 

One has only to read Jackson's description of 

decentralized America and the "Utopian farm" of the future to 

see why the Wise Use/Property Rights groups, with their 

agricultural ohemical and biotechnical industry ties, would 

oppose sustainable agriculture. According to Jackson's 

vision, land does not exist entirely in private ownership. 

Property rights would not allow the "owners" to pollute the 

land with toxic chemicals, subdivide the land for housing 

developments, or speculate in any way with the land. Farm 

holdings would be small, ranging from a quarter section (160 

acres) per family in the tallgrass region to 2 sections (1280 

acres) per family in the Great Plains. Farmers would grow 

perennial crops so that tilling the land would be greatly 

reduced, which, in turn, would reduce erosion and the need 

for fertilizer, pesticides, and irrigation. Farm machinery 

would also be used on a minimum basis as draft animals would 

replace the power source for farmers.43 

Jackson's vision is in direct opposition to the Wise 

Use/Property Rights movement's literal interpretation of 

42Helvarg, The War Against the Greens. 52-53, 442; Don 
Parrish, "Federal Wetlands Regulation Could Get More 
Complex," Farm Bureau News 73 (19 December 1994): 2. 

43wes Jackson, New Roots for Agriculture. New Edition 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1980), 118-32. 
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Genesis 1:28: "And God blessed them and said to them. Be 

fruitful and multiply, replenish the earth, and subdue it." 

This "domination theory" has provided the motivation for the 

human/nature separation that created much of the 

environmental dilemma that the Great Plains faces today. 

Jackson, by concentrating on the phrase, "replenish the 

earth," instead of "sutxlue it" has taken a stewardship stance 

that bestows the true meaning of "wise use" on him. 

Label all westerners who farm or ranch on the Great 

Plains as belonging to this modern Wise Use/Property Rights 

Movement is unfair. Many westerners belong, instead, in the 

Wes Jackson category of individuals who are trying to live 

according to the demands of the land. Yet, it is the Wise 

Use/Property Rights Movement, as the vocal minority, that 

continues to reject any suggestion that the Great Plains is 

heading for another environmental catastrophe as a result of 

current agricultural practices and who resist any attempts to 

regulate their use of either private property or leased 

public domain.44 For the most part, however, many westerners 

comprehend both the environmental impact of their actions and 

the necessity for land use regulations. Furthermore, many of 

44Helvarg, The War Against the Greens, passim; Parrish, 
"Federal Wetlands Regulation Could Get More Complex", 2. 
Helvarg offers several examples of Property Rights groups 
lobbying against government land use regulations, especially 
in relation to wet lands development. 
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them also support, or actively lobby for more stringent 

regulations. 

The most current property rights argument against 

increasing environmental protection on public lands takes two 

tacks: the first is the "equal footing" argument. This 

theory states that the federal government discriminates 

against the western states because the eastern states were 

not forced to give up their public lands as the western 

states were. The movement originated in Catron County, New 

Mexico, which drew up a land use ordinance based on a clause 

in the National Environmental Policy Act. The clause states 

that in carrying out environmental policy regulations, the 

federal government is obligated to preserve important aspects 

of national heritage, i.e., "local custom and culture." New 

Mexicans, and the other "county rights movements" that have 

sprung up since Catron County initiated its policy, believe 

that the only "local customs and cultures" in the West belong 

to Anglo-American ranchers, miners, and loggers. 

Paradoxically, this ethnocentric outlook ignores the impact 

that the "local customs and cultures" of earlier inhabitants 

such as Native Americans and Hispanics have had on the 

region.45 

45Helvarg, The War Against the Greens. 233-5; Karl Hess, 
Jr., "Homage to Catron County," Northern Lights. 18-22; "NM 
County Set to Challenge Federal Land Ownership," Dallas 
Morning News. 18 September 1994: 51A. The Dallas Morning 
News article describes the county rights movement that is 
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An additional threat to a national park on the Plains 

that the Wise Use/Property Rights Movement endorses is 

"takings" legislation. Such legislation would require the 

federal government to reimburse individuals or companies for 

any loss of profits that governmental (environmental) 

regulations cost them. Environmental groups fear that if 

"takings" legislation passes Congress (at least five such 

measures were introduced during the 1994 Congressional 

session), the public lands, including those in the National 

Park System, could be opened up to grazing, mining (including 

oil and natural gas exploration), hunting, logging, and 

extensive roadbuilding, not to mention off-road vehicle 

pursuits. In addition to decimating the national parks, 

"takings" legislation would require the federal government to 

reimburse farmers for any crop losses that wetlands 

regulations, pesticide or herbicide restrictions would impose 

on them.46 

developing in Otero County, which is east of Catron County. 
In addition to Otero County, the article notes that a similar 
county rights movement is expected to develop in Lincoln 
County, which is north of Otero County. Neither Catron nor 
Otero Counties are on the Great Plains. The eastern half of 
Lincoln County, however, lies on the Plains. 

46william Callaway, "Taking Liberties," National Parks 
Magazine 11/12 (November/December, 1994) : 24-5; Adam Pertman, 
"Environmental Movement Acquires Potent Opposition," B8. 
Wise Use organizations actually got 86 takings bills 
introduced into 33 state legislative sessions. 
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Human adaptation to the Great Plains environment 

requires more than a simple answer. The Great Plains 

presents too complex a problem for simple answers. For those 

individuals who uphold the "resiliency" argument and opt for 

continued agricultural practices using traditional, or near 

traditional, practices, the future appears to hold increasing 

fuel, chemical, and mechanical costs. In addition to these 

increasing costs, traditional farm practices appear to be 

leading the Plains in the direction of more dust bowls and 

further decline, including deteriorating soil fertility, 

receding water resources, decreasing profits from traditional 

farm produce, and dwindling population. 

The future of the Great Plains, therefore, rests on the 

ability of its inhabitants to admit that "it is our ways, not 

Nature's, which must be changed."47 The exploitative 

tendencies and "techno-fixes" that privatization has 

encouraged will not last far into the future. For the Great 

Plains to survive ecologically and for its inhabitants to 

survive socially and economically into the twenty-first 

century, they must rely on new economic methods that entail 

fewer residents, increased tourism, and restored natural 

diversity. 

47The Future of the Great Plains. 64 
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Despite the problems that both continued private 

ownership and the Buffalo Commons/prairie restoration 

programs present for adapting to the Great Plains, a 

combination of the two might be feasible. Like the land-use 

strategy in the Mountain West, the Great Plains of the future 

would contain .only minimal dryland farming along select 

riparian sites. The remainder of the region would be large 

private ranches and cooperative grazing districts, which 

overlap with the much larger, publicly managed national 

grasslands and natural preserves. Domestic livestock grazing 

would be limited in order to reduce the grazing intensity on 

the land, and wildlife, such as buffalo and antelope, would 

be reintroduced.48 

Private ownership, by itself, will not ensure the 

withdrawal of marginal lands for ecological preservation and 

restoration. Misuse of marginal farm land will continue as 

long as the federal government persists in subsidizing rislcy 

agricultural practices on land that is barely fit for 

agricultural purposes. If, however, the government stopped 

subsidizing agriculture on marginal land, and, instead 

supported a program of grassland restoration, then the 

ecological safety and economic value of the land might be 

insured. One thing is certain: if no action is taken to 

48Riebsame, "Sustainablitiy of the Great Plains," 142 
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adapt to nature rather than to agricultural markets, then the 

fate of the Great Plains is sealed.49 

49worster, An Unsettled Country. 117-120; William E. 
Riebsame, "Sustainable Development Questioned: The 
Historical Debate Between Adaptationism and Catastrophism in 
Great Plains Studies," Paper presented to the American 
Society for Environmental History Conference, Pittsburgh, PA, 
(5 March 1993): 20. 



CHAPTER X 

CONCLUSION 

This study has taken as its premise that like all 

landscapes, the Great Plains has exited on two realms: the 

natural and the cultural. As a part of the natural realm, 

the Plains landscape has reflected the physical setting prior 

to human modification or human intrusion into the area. In 

its natural realm, physical forces, such as wildlife, fire, 

drought, water, and ice sculpted the land to its "wilderness" 

state and created the conditions whereby a unique biotic 

community could flourish. Yet, even though nature continues 

to have a powerful impact on the landscape, human 

intervention, based on cultural perceptions, has assumed an 

even more dominant role in landscape modification.1 

The Native Americans were the first to introduce major 

cultural factors to the Great Plains region. The European 

invasion, however, left the greatest imprint on the Plains. 

The cultural landscape that the Euroamericans created on the 

Plains is so extensive that by the twentieth century many 

people can scarcely see the natural landscape beneath the 

iHermann Mattern, "The Growth of Landscape 
Consciousness," Landscape 15 (Spring, 1966): 15; Michael P. 
Cozan, "Introduction," The Making of the American Landscape, 
ed. Michael P. Cozan (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1990), 2. 

414 



415 

overlay of culture. Human modification of the landscape in 

the form and arrangement of settlements, the pattern of 

fields, roads and railroads, crops, evidence of extracted 

resources are but a few of the formal elements of the 

cultural landscape. However, the perceptions that humans 

carried with them as they entered the Plains played a crucial 

role in the cultural development of this unique area. The 

cultural baggage that the intruders brought with them onto 

the Plains influenced human perceptions of the landscape and 

contributed to a symbiotic relationship between perceptions 

and policies--and, therefore, history. Thus, the interaction 

between landscape, policy, and history rests on humans and 

their changing perceptions as well as their activities on the 

Plains over the course of centuries. 

The first humans to provide a written record of their 

perceptions of the Great Plains were the Spanish, who 

traversed the Plains in search of mythical cities of gold. 

These European explorers viewed the Great Plains with its 

expansive grasslands and the vast herds of wildlife that it 

supported as fit for pasturage for domestic livestock. The 

Spaniards were also observant enough to realize that the 

stream and river bottoms offered the best lands for till 

agriculture. The fact that the Spanish failed to find the 

mineral wealth that originally motivated the expeditions onto 

the Plains also limited the cultural factors that shaped 

other parts of the North American landscape. Had the 
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Spaniards found gold, silver, or precious stones, the 

resulting impact would have been much greater and much more 

noticeable. 

The second group of Europeans to enter the Great Plains 

was the French, who were seeking an "all-water" route across 

the continent and to establish trade relations with the 

Native Americans. Hence, the French reference to the Plains 

reflected wildlife population with regard to the 

profitability of fur trading in the area. Otherwise, French 

explorers perceived the Plains as a barren land, a desert. 

Since no "all-water" route existed across the continent and 

because French traders adapted to the Native American 

culture, the Great Plains landscape and ecosystem remained 

virtually intact. 

It was the Americans who most influenced the Great 

Plains. The Lewis and Clark, Pike, and Long expeditions into 

the interior grasslands brought back reports of abundant 

wildlife and fertile lands along the rivers, but described 

the land beyond the river bottoms as too barren for 

cultivation. At best, they argued, the government should 

leave this "Great American Desert" to the Native Americans, 

the buffalo, and the coyote. Popular authors, such as 

Washington Irving and Francis ParJonan, were also circulating 

the Great American Desert concept in their works. Thus, the 

explorers and authors established the notion that since the 
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Great Plains was unfit for white civilization, the region 

would serve best as a nature reserve. 

At the same time that explorers were presenting a 

negative image of the Great Plains, artists and at least some 

of the overland emigrants were creating more positive 

perceptions of the region. Artists such as Worthington 

Whitridge, George Catlin, and Karl Bodmer might not have 

painted the Plains as a garden, but they certainly did not 

depict it as a desert. In 1832, George Catlin issued the 

first formal call for the federal government to turn the 

Great Plains into a "nation's Park" where Native Americans 

and buffalo could live without Euroamerican influence. 

Catlin's call fell on deaf ears until 1872 when Congress 

established the first national park at Yellowstone in another 

region that the public and Congress perceived as having no 

commercial value--the mountains of Western Montana, Wyoming, 

and Idaho. Coinciding with Yellowstone's creation, Walt 

Whitman was comparing the Great Plains to this first national 

park and calling the North American grasslands "the nation's 

characteristic landscape." Similarly, the overland emigrants 

began to realize that the lack of trees on the Great Plains 

did not mean that the land was infertile or unfit for till 

agriculture. Many of these overland emigrants' reports 

influenced Plains promoters and later the federal government 

to endorse opening the public domain that was the Great 

Plains to settlement. 
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Leading the long line of Plains boosters was William 

Gilpin who, along with Josiah Gregg, assessed the Great 

Plains and its potential for settlement. Both Gregg and 

Gilpin recognized that much of the Great Plains was not 

suited for till agriculture. Other Plains boosters, 

including the railroads, newspapers, town promoters, real 

estate men, and government officials, had convinced Congress 

that the Great Plains would support widespread till 

agriculture. Concurrently, technology lent a hand: first, 

with the creation of a plow that would slice through the 

tough prairie sod, and secondly, with the development of dry-

farming techniques. The federal government assisted in 

opening the Great Plains to settlement in 1862 when it passed 

the Homestead Act. For the next fifty years, despite John 

Wesley Powell's report (1878), which stated that the Great 

Plains should be used for domestic livestock pasturage and 

irrigated subsistence agriculture. Congress enacted other 

measures intended to augment the Homestead Act. The Timber 

Culture Act, the Desert Land Act, the Newlands Water 

Reclamation Act, and the Enlarged Homestead and Stock Grazing 

Acts resulted in an ever increasing federal assistance 

program to support agriculture on the Great Plains. And so, 

as it was encouraging settlers to move onto the Great Plains 

and convert the region into the "Great American Granary," the 

federal government was also withdrawing land in the public 

domain in the mountain West for national parks. Thus, at the 
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same time that human exploitation of the Great Plains 

produced an agricultural revolution and fed an 

industrializing America, those same human actions and 

government policies created an environmental disaster on the 

Great Plains that rendered portions of the land nearly 

worthless. Consequently, Americans praised the "Great 

American Breadbasket" until their lack of understanding of 

the unique qualities of the Great Plains grasslands combined 

with misdirected land management policies to recreate the 

"Great American Desert" image on the Plains. 

Privatization of the Great Plains was not the only thing 

that worked against establishing large grassland national 

parks in the region. America's evolving acceptance of 

"wilderness," meaning monumental, vertical scenery, 

maintained in its "primitive" state, also limited attempts to 

create national parks on the prairies. Using the criteria of 

commercially "worthless land" in the public domain of the 

western mountains. Congress established national parks that 

contained spectacular mountains, tall trees, cascading 

waterfalls, crystal clear lakes, and deep canyons. The 

national parks that followed were all compared to the "crown 

jewels," and any park that failed to meet this informal 

criteria of monumentalism diluted the system. Only after 

1916, when Congress created the National Park Service to 

administer the National Park System, did monumentalism become 

the official criteria for national park site selection. 
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Hence, National Park Service officials deemed Piatt National 

Park, Wind Cave National Park, and Sullys Hill National Park, 

the three national parks that appeared on the Great Plains in 

the first decade of the twentieth century (before there were 

any standards for national parks) as "inferior." National 

Park Service officials worked to divest the NPS of the three 

Great Plains Parks and were successful in ridding the System 

of Sullys Hill and of demoting Piatt to a national recreation 

area. 

Even though monumentalism was the main criteria for 

national park site selection. Congress passed the Antiquities 

Act of 1906 and the Historic Sites Act of 1935 that provided 

other methods by which new, and less spectacular, areas could 

be added to the National Park System. These new areas were 

national monuments and were set aside for their 

archaeological, scientific, or historic value. Additionally, 

authors and artists such as Mary Austin, John C. Van Dyke, 

Georgia O'Keeffe, and the New Mexico art colony in general 

were changing the perceptions of what was picturesque, so 

that by the 1930s barren deserts and empty plains had gained 

scenic value. Consequently, the federal government 

established national monuments on the Great Plains at sites 

such as Devils Tower, Fossil Cycad, Verendreye, Homestead, 

Pipestone, Scotts Bluff, Agate Fossil Beds, Capulin Volcano, 

Alibates Flint Quarry, and Badlands. 
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Not all the national monuments continued to meet NPS 

standards, or NPS officials could not substantiate their 

historical significance. By the late twentieth century, 

therefore, the NPS had divested itself of Fossil Cycad and 

Verendreye National Monuments. At the same time, however, 

the Park Service had promoted Badlands National Monument to 

National Park status. Additionally, the NPS acquired the 

Little Missouri River Badlands of North Dakota, first as 

Theodore Roosevelt Recreation Demonstration Area, then as 

Theodore Roosevelt National Memorial Park, and finally as 

Theodore Roosevelt National Park. Coinciding with the 

efforts to turn the Teton and Little Missouri River Badlands 

into national parks, Texans were lobbying NPS officials to 

consider designating Palo Duro Canyon in the Texas Panhandle 

as a National Park of the Plains. Despite positive reports 

that the area contained significant geologic, historic, and 

scenic characteristics that would qualify the canyon for 

national park status, NPS officials at the highest level 

divided over whether to endorse a national park of the Plains 

around Palo Duro Canyon. Still, in the Badlands and Theodore 

Roosevelt, the nation finally acquired a pair of scenic and 

ecologically important national parks. 

Just as the public's perception of what had scenic value 

was changing, the National Park Service's management theories 

were also evolving. The enabling legislation that 

established the various national parks, and later the 
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National Park Service, called for park administrators to 

maintain the parks in their original state. National park 

administrators, however, managed the parks so that the public 

could view the wonders of Nature in relative comfort. This 

policy of "wilderness facade management" meant keeping the 

public away from predator kills and even led to predator 

eradication programs. Yet, the evolving science of ecology 

and its recognition of the interconnectedness of the 

predator-prey relationship with the well-being of the entire 

biotic community eventually led the National Park Service, 

albeit slowly, to reassess its wilderness management 

policies. By the late-nineteen twenties scientists, such as 

Charles C. Adams, Adolph and Olaus Murie, Aldo Leopold, and 

George Wright realized that predators played an important 

role in maintaining the biotic community. By the mid-

nineteen thirties, scientists and wildlife conservation 

groups had successfully lobbied the NPS to stop its predator 

eradication programs. 

Additionally, botanists and biological associations were 

calling for the National Park Service to consider 

establishing a national park in the Great Plains that would 

preserve grasslands for grasslands' sake. The scientists and 

their supporting organizations also indicated that these 

Great Plains parks should reflect as much as possible their 

natural state, complete with bison, elk, deer, prairie dogs, 

and fire. Still, such a grasslands national park, as an 
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island surrounded by a sea of private lands, would remain an 

incomplete biotic community since the major plains predators, 

the wolf and the grizzly bear, would be absent. 

As scientists continued to stress the importance of 

maintaining biotic communities in their natural state, the 

National Park Service began to change its management policies 

to reflect the movement toward ecosystem management. The 

Leopold Report of 1962 was of particular import as it 

recommended that the NPS "maintain vignettes of primitive 

American." The Leopold Report suggested that the Park 

Service recreate in the national parks those ecological 

conditions that existed prior to the Euroamerican invasion. 

While the Leopold Commission ignored the fact that Native 

Americans constantly altered the natural state of the 

landscape, and that natural conditions change without human 

interference, the Report encouraged the National Park Service 

to maintain, as much as possible, complete biotic 

communities, complete with predators and fire. 

At the same time that the United States government was 

laboring to convince itself that the Great Plains was worthy 

of preserving for the sake of total ecosystem, other nations 

were creating national parks in their grassland regions. 

These nations. South Africa, Tanzania, Kenya, and the Soviet 

Union, however, preserved their grasslands for reasons other 

than prairie ecosystem conservation. By and large, the 

international grassland parks were established to preserve 
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wildlife first and other ecological components second. Not 

until 1981, did the Canadian government, working with its 

provincial government in Saskatchewan, create the first ever 

national park to preserve the grassland ecosystem. 

The United States has lagged far behind other nations in 

establishing a park that would protect the biotic diversity 

that exists in the grasslands of the Great Plains. This 

comment is not to say that the NPS has totally ignored the 

grasslands. Since the mid-to-late nineteen thirties, the NPS 

has periodically surveyed sites in the grasslands for 

inclusion in the National Park System. Efforts have become 

more frequent since the 1960s as grassland ecosystems 

continue to decline and as their relevance to the nation's 

well-being becomes more apparent. 

Public support for a prairie national park rests on 

preserving the unique and fragile biotic communities that 

exist in the rapidly vanishing grasslands. Advocates for a 

national park on the prairie include private citizens, 

national environmental groups, federal agencies, and state 

and local preservation societies. In addition to backing a 

national park on the Plains for environmental reasons, park 

proponents promote the positive economic impact that a 

national park would have on the region. Despite both 

governmental and public support for a Great Plains National 

Park, there continues to be a vocal opposition to such a 

measure. Opponents, mostly area ranchers and farmers, base 
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their arguments on what they perceive as a negative economic 

impact on their livelihood, cattle ranching. Moreover, these 

landowners believe that they are better stewards of the 

grasslands than any Washington bureaucracy could ever be. 

There are, however, conservation organizations that have 

provided an alternative approach to a purely "public" 

national park on the Plains. The Nature Conservancy has 

purchased a 30,000 acre ranch in Osage County, Oklahoma, 

where they have released some 300 buffalo and have 

reintroduced fire into the landscape's natural realm. 

Additionally, the National Parks Trust (NPT) has purchased 

10,714 acres of the 10,894 acre Z-Bar (Spring Hill) Ranch in 

the Flint Hills of Central Kansas. The National Parks Trust 

hopes that Congress will authorize the National Park Service 

to purchase the remaining 180 acre tract on which the Ranch 

building sat, after which the NPT will turn its management 

responsibilities over to the Park Service. Advocates hope 

that these two purchases will become core areas for larger 

tallgrass prairie preservation. 

If the public's perception of the Great Plains and its 

place in the National Park System has changed, that change 

has come about largely because contemporary authors and 

artists have created a more realistic and favorable image of 

the Plains. Authors such as Larry McMurtry, Ivan Doig, 

Thomas McGuane, James Welch, N. Scott Momaday, and Louise 

Erdich have described in their fiction both the harsh 
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realities of the Great Plains and the rich rewards that await 

those who learn to live according to the demands of the 

Plains environment. Likewise, John Madson, Ian Frazier, and 

William Least Heat-Moon have provided readers with 

descriptions of the Plains that reflect their deep 

appreciation of the prairies and have added to the 

perception that the Great Plains landscape was worthy of 

preservation and restoration efforts. 

Additionally, the early artists who painted the Great 

Plains left a pictorial legacy of the power and beauty of the 

natural plains. Artists in the twentieth century extended 

and expanded this legacy when they began to paint the 

landscape in both its natural and its cultural realms. 

Painters Frank Reaugh and Alexandre Hogue detailed the human 

impact on the land. Reaugh's focus was the longhorn steer on 

the Texas Plains. But, it was a positive portrayal; Reaugh 

neglected to show detrimental overgrazing. Hogue's 

paintings, on the other hand, provided clear documentation of 

the Euroamerican farm culture's negative impact on the 

natural landscape. Hogue's landscapes presented a powerful 

indictment of the agricultural practices that led to the Dust 

Bowl of the 1930s. 

The most famous Plains painter was Georgia O'Keeffe. 

Her abstract paintings of Palo Duro Canyon in the second 

decade of the twentieth century created a testament of their 

own. Although O'Keeffe's paintings of Palo Duro Canyon were 
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abstractions, they still evoked images of the canyon's 

natural environment that were as real as Reaugh's or Hogue's. 

The painters and photographers who followed have found 

in the Great Plains a landscape that is deserving of National 

Park status. Amy Gormley Winton and Dan Flores, for 

instance, have jointly produced an artistic expression of the 

Plains that juxtaposes Winton's paintings against Flores' 

photographs. These similar scenes reveal the subtle beauty 

of the canyons that cut into the Llano Estacado. 

Photographers Patricia Duncan and Frank Oberle have focused 

on the tallgrass prairies to reveal the unique nature of the 

grassland ecosystem. David Plowden's photographs provide a 

similar image of the short grass region of the Great Plains. 

Additionally, television and movies played a role in 

altering the public's perception about the Great Plains. 

Television shows such as Gunsmoke. which was the longest 

running television western in history, presented viewers with 

the evolution of Dodge City on the Great Plains from the 

"wild" West complete with "Boot Hill Cemetery" to an oasis of 

civilization on the Kansas prairies. Likewise, popular films 

such as Close Encounters of the Third Kind and Dances With 

Wolves. both of which were filmed in part in Great Plains 

national parks, have counteracted these previous wasteland 

images. 

The government's desire to preserve a small portion of 

the grassland ecosystem has led to a growing controversy over 
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the future of the Great Plains. While historians such as 

Donald Worster trace the environmental decline of the Great 

Plains and lay the blame for this disaster at the feet of 

Euroamerican plow agriculture, with its growing dependency on 

petrochemicals, academics such as Frank and Deborah Popper 

and Brett Wallach proffer solutions that include returning 

large portions of the Great Plains to the public domain as a 

"buffalo commons" or as a part of the national grasslands. 

Such radical solutions, however, do not sit well with Great 

Plains residents, many of whom farm the land that has been in 

their families for generations. 

Nor do Plains residents endorse solutions that call for 

sustainable-type agriculture as suggested by Wes Jackson. 

Jackson's alternative to the costly and environmentally 

devastating farming practices currently in use would require 

downsizing agricultural operations, eliminating the 

dependence on petrochemicals, and producing crops that 

resemble the native grasses of the region during the 

seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Rather than 

accept either the academics' or Jackson's recommendations. 

Plains residents, in the face of declining farm commodity 

prices and an increase in the outmigration from the region, 

support alternatives suggested by such organizations as The 

Center for the New West. This Denver-based think tank 

suggests that the future of the Great Plains lies in the 

ability of Plains residents to adapt to a new world economy 
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and provide more diversified products and services to the 

regional, national, and international markets. 

Plains residents continue to endorse the status quo 

despite increasing evidence that their traditional 

agricultural practices no longer meet their needs. Many 

residents have begun to accept the arguments that 

ultraconservative groups such as the current Wise 

Use/Property Rights Movement have suggested. This loosely-

knit organization, whose goal is to gut environmental 

legislation passed in the last thirty years, advocates land 

usage according to the desires of the land owner, no matter 

how detrimental to the environment or to fragile ecosystems. 

As such, these Wise Use/Property Rights solutions would allow 

farmers to plow and pollute at Nature's expense and recreate 

the conditions that led to the environmental disaster of the 

1930s. 

The Great Plains is the West's experiment with near full 

privatization. It is an experiment that has sustained itself 

with the help of massive government subsidies and a misplaced 

reliance on technology. The Mountain West, on the other 

hand, is an experiment involving a mix of private and much 

public land, with agricultural subsidies and technology 

playing a minor role in this experiment. As the Great Plains 

population continues to decline and as both Eastern scholars 

and Plains inhabitants question the fate of the Great Plains, 

the Mountain West by contrast continues to grow and offers a 
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brighter future for its residents. In large part. Mountain 

West quality of life rests on the public parks, which provide 

access to nature and tourism dollars. 

At the end of the twentieth century, the Great Plains 

faces clear problems that will require big decisions on 

critical points affecting land use. In that regard the 

current period is like the 1820s when artists shaped American 

perceptions of the Great Plains, the 1860s when the federal 

government forged a different vision of the interior 

grasslands, and the 1930s when the depression and Dust Bowl 

altered, once again, the American image of the region. As a 

result of these evolving perceptions of the Great Plains, 

especially during the last 60 years, it appears that the 

decisions about preserving and restoring more and more of the 

Plains to its original "wilderness" or "natural" state are 

becoming viable alternatives, if not real possibilities. 
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