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America’s best idea
Americans are justly proud of their national parks, often dubbed the best idea
that this emerging nation gave to the rest of the world. Even if you can’t get
out to experience them first-hand, the mere fact that the gushing geysers of
Yellowstone, the bristling pinnacles of Bryce and Zion and the wild Atlantic
coast of Acadia exist is still a source of intense national pride.
This rich natural heritage, as preserved in its wonderful national parks system,
performs the same function in the national identity, culture and psyche of the
US as do the castles, cathedrals, and ancient cities for the nations of the Old
World.

Thousands of tired, nerveshaken, over-civilized people are
beginning to find out that going
to the mountains is going home;
that wildness is a necessity; and
mountain parks and reservations
are useful not only as fountains
of timber and irrigating rivers,
but as fountains of life.
John Muir, Our National Parks (1901)
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When national parks were first being proposed in America in the mid-19th
century, Clarence King, later first director of the US Geological Survey,
explored the gigantic Sierra redwoods of King’s Canyon. In his classic
Mountaineering in the Sierra Nevada (1872) King rejected the common idea
that culture should derive solely from man-made artefacts. He suggested that:
‘…no fragment of human work, broken pillar or sand-worn image … link
to the past and to-day with anything like the power of these monuments of
living antiquity…’.
Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune wrote in 1859 that America’s
past must be measured in ‘green old age’ and by ‘earth monuments’ like the
Sierra redwoods, which had stood before the birth of Christ. No longer,
argued King and Greeley, need the citizens of the New World live in the
shadow of the feudal legacy of Europe’s castles and cathedrals; they had their
own living heritage of natural beauty.
And if there was one moment when the notion of national parks and the
preservation of scenery became ingrained into the American consciousness,
it was in 1903 when President Theodore Roosevelt took time out from his
political duties to spend a three-night camping trip with John Muir, the Scotsborn ‘father’ of US national parks, among the granite spires and sequoia groves
of Yosemite. At the time, Yosemite was a Californian State Park, signed off by
President Abraham Lincoln in the depths of the Civil War in 1864.
Evidently it was a meeting of minds, and Roosevelt became one of the
strongest proponents of the national parks idea, creating five new ones –
including Yosemite three years after his memorable visit – and more than 200
other protected areas during his eight-year term of office.

Whose idea was it?
An insignificant 7549-foot pine-covered peak at the confluence
of the Firehole and Gibbon Rivers in Yellowstone National Park,
Montana, bears the notable name of ‘National Park Mountain.’
This unusual appellation came about because it was apparently
around a campfire in its shadow in September 1870 that Cornelius
Hedges, a young Helena lawyer and newspaper correspondent, first
suggested that Yellowstone should be made a national park.
Hedges was a member of the Washburn-Doane expedition which
had been charged with surveying the Yellowstone area and reporting
back on some of the unbelievable stories which had been filtering
through about the region. Grizzled mountain men like Jim Bridger
and John Colter had come back with extraordinary tales of boiling
rivers, hot springs and geysers. But they were simply not believed.

Dawn on the Yellowstone River, Yellowstone National Park

As they sat around that campfire that chilly September night, the
expedition members earnestly discussed how the obvious real estate
and mineral resources of the area could best be exploited. But
Hedges begged to disagree. There should be no private ownership
of the Yellowstone, he said. It should be a great national park for
all people to enjoy for ever.
Hedges’ words evidently struck a chord with the other members
of the expedition, who had been awed by the ‘unlimited grandeur
and beauty’ that bore out everything the old trappers had reported.
Particularly affected was Nathaniel Langford, a local businessman,
who immediately started a vigorous campaign to realize the dream.
Two years later, in 1872 Yellowstone became the world’s first
national park when it was ‘dedicated and set apart as a public park
or pleasuring ground for the benefit and enjoyment of the people.’
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Fall palette, Mt Moran, Grand Teton National Park

Although the campfire story may be apocryphal, it is often cited as the
birth of the American and, by association, of the global national park
movement. It was certainly not the first mention of the idea. The
great artist-recorder of Native American life, George Catlin, had come
up with something very similar nearly 40 years before.
In a letter to the New York Daily Commercial Advertiser, written in
1832 while he was camping at the mouth of the Teton River, he
recommended the creation of a ‘nation’s park’ for the great herds of
bison which then roamed the northern plains at the confluence of the
Yellowstone River with the Upper Missouri, for the Indians and their
wild homeland.
‘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!’ Catlin enthused. ‘A nation’s park containing man and beast, in
all the wild freshness of nature’s beauty.’
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Unfortunately, Catlin’s inclusive vision for parks didn’t sway the
politicians, and while the parks were dedicated to preservation,
many of the native people who had preserved them for
countless generations were evicted when they were set up, as
were the hillbillies of Shenandoah National Park 60 years later.
Over 20 years before, the celebrated English Romantic poet
William Wordsworth may have been the first to put the
national park idea into words. In the concluding paragraphs
of his Guide through the District of the Lakes in the North of
England of 1810, he expressed the hope that landowners would
join him in his wish ‘to preserve the native beauty of this
delightful district’. He famously suggested his beloved Lake
District might be: ‘…a sort of national property, in which every
man has a right and interest who has an eye to perceive and a
heart to enjoy’.

