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CHAPTER 5
More Milestones: Commons, City Parks, and National Parks
This chapter continues the story of the conservation movement’s progenitors, with a
quick jump backward to 17th century and early American commons and town parks. We pause
for a brief discussion of the English and American propensity to form private associations for all
manner of intellectual and charitable purpose. In the U.S., that tendency took form in a myriad
of volunteer village improvement societies, direct ancestors of American land conservation
trusts. We skip back to England to explore two grand urban parks built to ameliorate the
conditions of life in burgeoning industrial cities; then we return to New York’s Central Park and
the story of Frederic Law Olmsted as its redoubtable architect and one of the towering figures in
the American conservation movement. We end with the protection as national parks of the
large, threatened American landscapes of Yosemite and Yellowstone; of Niagara Falls as an
international park; and of the Adirondack State Park of New York State.
Early American Town Commons and Forests, Parks and Open Spaces
Boston was the first American town to establish a public common by democratic vote,
and many towns and cities followed in that tradition. Boston Common was purchased by vote of
the freemen in 16341 for military training and as a common pasture; Cambridge, Massachusetts
established its Common in 1650; and in the same year New Haven, Connecticut established a 16acre town green to serve as a marketplace. Town commons or greens were replicated at smaller
or larger scales by many cities and country towns, becoming a characteristic feature of New
England communities. Towns, either by their proprietors or by town meetings, also designated
open muster grounds for use by the militia and separate allotments of generally wooded land to
support the school, the church, the minister, and other public purposes. In general, the intent
was to produce a permanent source of income to support these institutions and purposes. 2 In
the 17th and 18th centuries, as towns proliferated throughout New England, sizeable town
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forests were frequently designated as communal woodlots, like the wooded commons in
England. These were usually regulated by the annual Town Meeting, which elected a Tree
Warden to serve under the elected Board of Selectmen.3
In 1682, William Penn established Philadelphia as a 1,200-acre core city, with four
quadrants. Each of the four quadrants had a large, public, neighborhood-defining square at its
center, meant to be kept open for public recreation. Where the four quadrants met, a larger
central square was reserved as a market.
The 1791 plan by Pierre L’Enfant for Washington, D. C., in which Thomas Jefferson
actively participated as Secretary of State,4 included thirty-four “Circles”, ideal for gardens and
fountains, where the broad, diagonal avenues intersected, and the mile-long “Mall” aligned with
the Capitol. The Common in New York City, about 9 acres in size, was set aside in 1653 and used
as a communal pasture until 1699. Much like the Boston Common it served many public
functions over the years. Unlike Boston Common, it also served as the site for several public
buildings, beginning in 1757 with a debtors’ prison and soldiers’ barracks. New York’s City Hall
was opened in 1812, and the area around it, the Tweed Courthouse, and the magnificent
fountain, designed by Jacob Wrey Mould, the co-designer of Central Park’s Bethesda Fountain,
has long been known as City Hall Park.
In the late 1820’s Philadelphia set aside 24 acres on “Faire Mount” near the Schuylkill
River as a public park, part of the city’s advanced waterworks to deal with repeated epidemics
caused by the polluted water supply. With major additions that park now extends for about
4,500 acres, connecting North Philadelphia with the Schuylkill River. According to the City of
Philadelphia website, the Fairmount Park Commission manages about 8,700 acres, the “largest
municipally operated landscaped park system in the U.S.”, one of the largest urban parks in the
U.S.5
Early Conservation Associations
Americans use associations to give fêtes, to found seminaries, to build inns, to
raise churches, to distribute books, to send missionaries to the antipodes; in this
manner they create hospitals, prisons, schools. Finally, if it is a question of
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bringing to light a truth or developing a sentiment with the support of a great
example, they associate. Everywhere that, at the head of a new undertaking, you
see the government in France and a great lord in England, count on it that you
will perceive an association in the United States.
Alexis de Tocqueville (1835), Democracy in America6
Alexis De Tocqueville (1805-1859) visited the new republic in 1831 and wrote his critically
appreciative and highly perceptive commentary, Democracy in America. He saw Americans
joining all manner of societies and associations in addition to churches and political parties. He
thought he detected a difference between England and the U.S. in that regard; in England,
according to de Tocqueville, a Lord or Lady would almost always be recruited to give
respectability to an idea or cause. In contrast, Americans would form their own associations of
common people. He was struck by this energy and self-reliance and theorized that this trait was
necessary in a democracy. In fact, founding and joining a wide array of associations was
characteristic of both the English and Americans. It was obviously true that the U.S. was doing so
without a titled aristocracy, the members of which had the time, money, education, and interest
to advance a cause and spread the word among the patron’s peers. But the urge to lead and
associate was similarly strong among the non-titled leaders of American communities. If they
needed a patron or sponsor, there was little hesitation to ask the pastor, senator, doctor,
lawyer, or banker to lend the cause a whiff of distinction.
From the late 18th century on, both the U.K. and the U.S. saw the founding of a wide
variety of voluntary associations and societies. Among the myriad of interests expressed and
causes advanced (in addition to religious and political groups) were societies, associations, and
organizations to share and promote interest in literature and natural science, to protect animals
and birds, to protect local open space, antiquities, and historic sites, and to beautify
communities. See the chart in Appendix 5-1 for a sense of the similarity and sequence of British
and American activity in founding and joining associations.
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Village Improvement Societies in the U.S.
Village improvement societies began in the U.S. Northeast in the mid-19 th century as
local groups of public-spirited women and men formed associations to improve the appearance
and utility of their local villages and small towns. In doing so, they launched a heartening
tradition of local volunteerism that would be reflected generations later in the local land trust
movement, first in New England and then, within a couple of generations, throughout the U.S.
The first village improvement society was the Laurel Hill Association in Stockbridge,
Massachusetts.7 Today’s Stockbridge is a popular vacation destination in the foothills of the
Berkshires between the state’s two westernmost exits on Interstate Route 90. It was the home
and studio of Norman Rockwell,8 who often used available residents as models of ordinary
people in his in his friendly caricatures of family-centered, small-town America. In travel time
Stockbridge is about equidistant from Boston and New York City, giving this small village and its
southern Berkshire neighbors one of the largest potential cultural audiences in the country.
Stockbridge is a township of 23.7 square miles, with a 2010 population of 1,947 in about 900
households, just a few more than its 1850 population. Small-scale farming continues in the
Housatonic River Valley both south and north of the village. The nearest employment centers
are the villages of Great Barrington to the south and Lee to the north, both quite small. The
Stockbridge village center lines both sides of the east/west Main Street for about a mile from
the Fitzpatrick Main Stage of the Berkshire Theatre Group to the 1893 stone Railroad Station
near the Housatonic River. The anchor of the village is the 108-room Red Lion Inn, established as
a travelers’ tavern in 1773.
What became Stockbridge began as “Indiantown”, designated as the reservation for a
band of Mahican Indians displaced from their Hudson River Valley territory by white settlement.
With the tribe’s permission, John Sergeant, a 24-year old Yale graduate and Puritan missionary,
came to the Mahican village in 1734. Upon his untimely death in 1749 from fever at the age of
39, he was succeeded by Jonathan Edwards, the throwback Puritan revivalist, whose sermon
“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” tells all a sane person could want to hear about Puritan
theology. Unlike many other tribes, the Christianized Mahicans chose to stand with the
Americans during the Revolutionary War. However, despite their loyalty and record of heroism
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in the Battle of the Bronx, white settlement in Stockbridge soon pushed them into central New
York State.9
Situated at the base of the Berkshires in the Housatonic River Valley, Stockbridge was
primarily agricultural with small farms surrounded by dense forests. It did attract a large sawmill
early in its history, which operated for many years. Arrival of the railroad in 1850 brought the
town into the orbit of New York City as well as Boston, and an era of large summer mansions of
eclectic design (known as “Berkshire cottages”) began in Stockbridge, Lenox, and Great
Barrington.
The New York architect, Stanford White, designed a Romantic, brick and shingle-style
mansion as the summer home of Ambassador Joseph Hodges Choate, a Salem, Massachusetts
native. Choate’s daughter Mabel inherited the Gilded Era house from her parents, and created
its unique gardens, designed by landscape architect Fletcher Steele. Upon her death in 1959, the
property was passed to The Trustees of Reservations. West of the village, the Chesterwood
Estate and studio of sculptor Daniel Chester French, whose mammoth statue of Abraham Lincoln
broods in the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C., is owned and maintained as a museum by
the National Trust for Historic Preservation. Straddling the border of Stockbridge and Lenox, a
short drive north of the village, the Tanglewood Estate attracts thousands of music-lovers each
week of for the Boston Symphony’s summer season.
In the 1850’s the village looked nothing like the Norman Rockwell icon and cultural
beacon it would become. Streets were unpaved, poorly graded, unlit at night, and often sloppy
with mud and manure; the village looked run down, ragged and untidy; cows were free to roam
in the churchyard and befoul its cemetery. In 1852, Miss Mary Hopkins, great-granddaughter of
Reverend Sargent, was visiting the village’s long-neglected cemetery and felt deeply affronted
by its state of disrepair. She determined to do something to improve conditions not only within
the cemetery but also in the village itself. On Main Street, that meant installing hitching posts
and sidewalks, planting hedges and street trees, and installing and maintaining a water fountain
at a small traffic island at the intersection of north/south and east/west roads. A group of
prudent and prosperous local men embraced the idea and, in 1853, following a meeting held at
Laurel Hill, the local gathering place just south of the village, the Laurel Hill Association was
inaugurated. It quickly took advantage of a new law enacted by the state legislature enabling
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organizations of ten or more citizens to be formed for public benefit. By 1855, the Association
had begun its work, stating its purpose as follows: 10
It is intended that the Institution shall be a permanent affair, that the object for
which the organization was instituted may be prosecuted, until every street shall
be graded, every side-walk shaded; every noxious weed eradicated; every watercourse laid out and perfected; every nook and corner beautified; in fine, until Art,
combined with Nature, has rendered our town the most beautiful and attractive
spot in our ancient Commonwealth.11
Miss Hopkins and her friends did not have a land-saving-and-holding organization in
mind; they conceived of its work as privately-managed voluntary stewardship of the village’s
conveniences and appearance. Their idea was to beautify and improve the town’s physical
infrastructure, including the churchyard and cemetery, with minimal cost to the taxpayers. Soon
after its first meeting, the young organization found itself thrust into the not-yet invented world
of sophisticated land conservation rather than the parallel worlds of historic preservation and
cemetery creation. The prominent Sedgwick family had purchased Laurel Hill, a 900-foot high,
wooded hillock just south of the village, to create a park and an appropriate gathering place for
village celebrations. Their gift of the park to the town was rebuffed by the conservative town
fathers. Instead, for the nominal price of $1, the family sold the 6-acre property to the Laurel Hill
Association to be maintained as a public park for the village’s benefit. Acting much like a 20 th
century land trust, but more slowly than most, the Association held Laurel Hill for thirty-four
years. Eventually, when local politics improved, the Association conveyed Laurel Hill it to the
Town of Stockbridge, providing that it be kept in its natural state. That had the effect of
imposing an implicit public trust on the property before giving it to the Town.
The Laurel Hill Association continued to maintain three other nearby trails on behalf of
the Town, as well as several other village landmarks such as the well-known “Cat and Dog
Fountain” at the main east-west/north-south intersection, and it eventually acquired sixteen
other properties which it maintains as public open space. As time passed, the town’s public
works department supplanted the Association in construction and repair of the village’s heavier
infrastructure – street lights, the water system, sidewalks, streets, etc. – but the Association
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continues to organize volunteers to maintain public trails and small parks as well as to acquire
and manage properties of special significance.
Village improvement societies on the Laurel Hill model sprouted in the fertile culture of
19th century rural America, particularly in the Northeast. Writer and social commentator Susan
Fenimore Cooper (daughter of James Fenimore Cooper, author of the frontier novel series, The
Leatherstocking Tales) praised the movement and pointed to the Stockbridge model in her 1869
article “Village Improvement Societies” in a popular magazine. After describing the miseries of
English and French village life in the 1600s, she praises the typical American village of the 1800s
as “one of the happiest fruits of American civilization.” However, she notes that
still in every American village we have yet seen there is room for much
improvement. And these desirable improvements are many of them simple and
easily brought about, requiring only a moderate fund, placed in the hands of
judicious persons – requiring, in short, a local Society for Village Improvement….
To render the village . . . more healthy, more cheerful, more attractive – to add to
its usefulness, its respectability, its importance, its pleasantness – to increase, in
short, its true civilization, that is to be our aim. To improve our villages becomes a
matter of even greater importance than to improve our cities.12
By the mid 1890’s, hundreds of such societies were beautifying the country, with a
concentration of more than 200 in New England.13 George Waring, Jr., an engineer who worked
on the development of Central Park, and a writer on community design and scientific farming,
saw the potential in Village Improvement Societies and wrote and distributed a set of model
bylaws. Two Connecticut Yankees, G.B Northrop and Horace Bushnell brought the movement to
California.14
J.B. Jackson (1909 – 1996) the seminal writer on the character of the American landscape
and the forces that fashioned it, writes:
It is to the efforts of these men and these organizations that we owe those
characteristic American landscape compositions of unfenced lawns and rows of
uniform trees flanking a thousand small town residential streets and country
roads. They survive to remind us of a nationwide movement to create a
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communal space, a more natural, a more open environment: each was an
anonymous testimonial of love for the American landscape.15
Village Improvement Societies preceded by many years the City Beautiful Movement
which followed the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair. Eleven years before that event, the National
Association of Sanitary and Rural Improvement was formed, concluding a well-attended
conference at Greenwood Lake, New York. Topics at the conference included sanitation,
education, home building and housekeeping, and the provision and beautification of public
space and parks. The Association’s goal was to “offer guidance on the betterment of all types of
rural settlement spaces”. Landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted (1822-1903) served as a
vice president for a time. It published an illustrated periodical, Indoors and Outdoors, “devoted
to town and country improvement, healthy homes and beautiful surroundings.” 16
The 1890s were the high point of the village improvement society movement. Rural
towns were outgrowing their volunteer societies. Local government was becoming better
organized and funded, and towns began hiring professionals to manage parks and other
infrastructure. Other opportunities for volunteerism were appearing on the local scene.
Nevertheless, scattered village improvement societies survive to this day and some, like the
Laurel Hill Association and the Andover and North Andover Village Improvement Societies in
suburban Boston continue to operate as full-fledged local land trusts with an emphasis on
protection and management of trails and local open space.
Victoria Park, East London and Birkenhead Park, Wirall, Merseyside
London’s Royal Parks were gradually opened to the public beginning in the late 18 th
century; but the more densely developed East End of London lacked the Royal Parks of the more
fashionable West End. Landscape historian Norman Newton writes, “[t]he crowded East End . . .
was a murky maze of poverty with no outdoor breathing space whatever.” 17 Reform-minded
petitions to Parliament and the Queen bore fruit, and the 218-acre Victoria Park was authorized

Victoria Park, London, Modern Incarnation
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in 1842 and opened to the public four years later. Although the original design by James
Pennythorpe seems both fussy and skimpy in conception – large open areas surrounding a
bottle-shaped lake and a bell-shaped pond with many miscellaneous small groves of trees – in
recent years, after major renovation, it has become a perennial favorite park in England. That
may be a result of several factors: the pastoral effect of the large lawns, the mature trees along
the curving avenues, the inclusion of three very active cricket pitches, long lines of colorful canal
boats for hire, and the use of the park for political speeches and concerts by popular rock
groups.
Across the Mersey River estuary from the industrial city of Liverpool, Birkenhead grew
rapidly in the 19th century, from a population of 77,653 in 1800 to 135,000 in 1900, stimulated
by the industrial revolution, notably the Laird shipbuilding works. As the small town grew into a
thriving city, the need for a park became apparent. As in London, reformers called for a
municipal park. The business-minded Improvement Commissioners of Birkenhead saw an
opportunity to combine residential and park development. Parliament authorized the purchase
of 225 acres, of which 100 would be sold as residential lots to offset the cost of the park,
following John Nash’s Regent’s Park/Regent Street development of 1811-1833 in London as the
model. However, the Regent’s Park
portion of the Nash plan was clearly
separated from the high-end terrace
houses. In contrast, the Birkenhead plan,
by James Paxton (1803-1865), landscape
gardener and architect, was marred by
the need to include several strips of town
houses and a considerable number of
Birkenhead Park

detached “villas” within the boundary of

the park itself. Nevertheless, the unfussy park design by John Paxton was well regarded.
Frederick Law Olmsted admired the park when he visited Birkenhead in 1850. After visiting,
Olmsted wrote:
I was ready to admit that in America there was nothing to be thought of as
comparable to this People’s Garden . . . And all this magnificent pleasure-ground
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is entirely, unreservedly, and forever the people’s own. The poorest British
peasant is as free to enjoy it in all its parts as the British queen. More than that,
the baker of Birkenhead has the pride of an owner in it . . . Is it not a grand good
thing?18
Central Park, New York City and Frederick Law Olmsted
In 1841, the idea for New York’s Central Park occurred to two influential writers: Andrew
Jackson Downing (1815-1852), prolific writer, architect, horticulturalist, and landscape gardener,
followed soon after by William Cullen Bryant (1794-1878), attorney, poet, abolitionist, and
newspaper editor. They separately called for a public common to serve the burgeoning
population of New York. Sixteen years later, the Park’s site was
officially designated – a long 558-acre rectangle of central
Manhattan, soon expanded to 843 acres (1.3 square miles).
Surrounding Manhattan’s large reservoir, the site was a generally
rough, wild, rock, and swampy piece of ground that included a poor
but thriving settlement of free African-Americans and Irish immigrant
lot-owners known as Seneca Village, whose residents fought their
dispossession and removal in court for two years. Soon after the
court gaveled the eminent domain proceedings to a close, the site

Seneca Village

was cleared. Three churches, 70 houses, a school, and five cemeteries were erased from the
landscape and 250 people were scattered, leaving hardly any historical record. Only now are a
group of archeologists and their students recovering documents, excavating foundations, and
attempting to trace other remnants of this almost forgotten bit of conservation history.19
The “Greensward” plan of Frederick Law Olmsted (1822-1903) and Calvert Vaux (18241895) won the city’s design competition in 1858; the southern part of the park was opened to an
enthusiastic public in 1859 and the entire park was mostly complete by 1873. For much of that
time, interrupted by repeated resignations and re-appointments following battles with
politicians and supervisors, Olmsted and Vaux served as the architects, with Vaux responsible for
designing the physical structures and Olmsted responsible for the landscape design and
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construction. Neither had done anything this grand or complex. See Appendix 5-2 for the
Olmsted - Vaux Greensward Plan for Central Park.
Olmsted was a Staten Island farmer and nurseryman, well known in literary circles for his
Walks and Talks of an American Farmer in England published in 1852 and the articles from his
visit to the slave-owning south, later compiled and amplified as A Journey in the Seaboard Slave
States, with Remarks on Their Economy, published in 1856. With help from his literary friends,
he had been hired in 1857 as superintendent of the park site and had begun the work of
preparing the site. Born in London, England, Calvert Vaux apprenticed to a London architect and
developed into a talented draftsman. In 1850, he met Andrew Jackson Downing in England, was
recruited by him and brought back to New York to design houses in Downing’s increasingly
popular romantic Gothic style. Vaux met Olmsted at Downing’s nursery in Newburgh, New York
in 1851.20
Olmsted and Vaux had not worked together before, but their plan for Central Park was a
brilliant collaboration. Neither was a landscape architect; the profession did not then exist in the
United States. The plan and its authors were continually buffeted by the power politics of the
era. Funding challenges and political interference caused frequent, frustrating delays. The scope
of the project was huge in area and complexity, and the amount of rock and soil that had to be
moved to “work up” (Olmsted’s phrase) the natural landscape into an enduring work of
landscape art was prodigious.
Building Central Park took more than 15 years, during a period of immense change and
conflict as New York City absorbed hundreds of thousands of new dwellers, many of them
immigrants, and as the Civil War raged under Abraham Lincoln. The war was far from popular in
New York City, with its close economic ties to the South. Violent Draft riots broke out in 1863,
targeting African-American freedmen.
Politics frequently interrupted Olmsted’s management of park
construction and slowed its progress. In 1861, frustrated by the Central
Park Commission’s second-guessing and micromanagement of budgets,
and looking for a chance to support the war effort, Olmsted accepted
appointment as executive secretary of the U.S. Sanitary Commission

F.L. Olmsted, 1869

(under Henry Whitman Bellows, planner and president, a private relief agency serving sick and
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wounded Union troops. In that capacity, Olmsted proved to be an excellent, highly dedicated
manager.
Toward the end of the Civil War, in 1863, as the Army began to perform the functions of
the Sanitary Commission, Olmsted resigned and took up residence in California as manager of
the Mariposa Estate21, located near the Mariposa Big Tree Grove of ancient sequoias. At the
time, it was the world’s largest gold mining operation. He began exploring the Sierra Nevada
Mountains on horseback in late 1863, often with his wife Mary, and spent time in Yosemite
Valley. Its scenery struck him as a profound combination of pastoral, picturesque, and sublime –
the qualities he and Vaux had sought to integrate in their design for Central Park. Much to
Olmsted’s disappointment, management of the Mariposa Estate became untenable as the mines
proved to be unprofitable, requiring him to take the Estate into bankruptcy to protect the
owners.
Upon Vaux’s urging, Olmsted returned to Central Park in 1865 and took up his long and
masterful career in landscape architecture. Despite the long odds against Central Park ever
being completed to the full extent of the Greensward Plan, the result stands as a work of
visionary genius and passionate commitment, persistence, intelligent administration, and
personal leadership by the architects, along with unfailing support by Bryant and his New York
Post. Olmsted’s and Vaux’s Central Park brought the experience of nature into the heart of the
most rapidly growing large city in America. It was pastoral in the Meadows, wild in the Rambles,
and picturesque in the narrow Loch between The Pool on the northwest side to the Harlem Lake
on the northeast corner. Unlike the royal parks of Europe, it was freely accessible to all. As its
plantings matured, it would become one of the world’s most delightful experiences of urban
scenery.
In 1871-1879, while Central Park was nearing completion, Olmsted and Vaux repeated,
and possibly surpassed, their Central Park achievement; but in Brooklyn at
Prospect Park, with even broader strokes of landscape design. Olmsted’s
fame spread across the country and he was commissioned to design great
parks in Chicago, Montreal, Buffalo, Baltimore, Wilmington (Delaware),
Atlanta, Toledo, Milwaukee, Boston and many other cities. Beginning with
Calvert Vaux

Buffalo in 1868 and Boston in 1875, Olmsted conceived these parks as great
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linear systems built along waterways and around water basins, both creating and protecting
naturalized habitats approximating those of wild, pre-industrial landscapes. As Charles
Beveridge, editor of the mammoth Olmsted Papers project at American University, writes,
Scenery brought peace and refreshment to the city dweller and evoked in some
guise the ‘peace that passeth understanding’. Olmsted emphasized the indefinite
edge of a space, the sense of a great extent of ground beyond, and the
gracefulness of gently modulated terrain. He was convinced that the appeal of
the pastoral was due to basic elements of human psyche and not simply to the
shifting tides of fashion.22
By bringing nature into the great cities, or – to state it more accurately – reproducing a
sense of wild nature within growing cities, Olmsted inspired urban advocates for conservation of
scenery and nature far beyond city boundaries. His fame as a park maker lent great credibility to
his later, oft-repeated advocacy for threatened natural landscapes in the United States.
YOSEMITE: AMERICA’S FIRST WILD PARK

Bear Valley, the Mariposa headquarters village, lies in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada
Mountains, 175 miles east of San Francisco. The ancient sequoias in the Big Tree Grove are 150
miles south of Bear Valley at the southwestern end of the
Merced River Valley, which affords access to the
spectacular valley and mountain scenery of Yosemite. In
1851, during the California Gold Rush, the California
Territory organized the Mariposa Battalion, a 200-man
militia under James Savage, a scout and trader, to
Valley of the Yosemite, A. Bierstadt

suppress, punish, and evict local Indians who

had attacked Savage’s trading posts. Accompanying the Battalion, Dr. Lafayette Bunnell, a
soldier and surgeon, named the Valley “Yosemite”, a transliteration of the name given by the
surrounding Miwok tribe to the inhabitants of the Valley, the Ahwahneechee, whom the Miwoks
feared. Bunnell understood that the Miwok pronunciation meant “grizzly bear”, but he was in
error. “Yosemite” meant “they who kill”, referring to the Ahwahneechee, who called Yosemite,
Ahwahnee, meaning “big mouth” from the appearance of Yosemite Valley flanked by the
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mountains. Bunnell was one of the first whites to appreciate the beauty and potential drawing
power of the Sierras.23
After herding many Ahwahneechee onto small reservations along the Merced River, the
well-armed 200-man militia continued into the Sierras, pursuing about 200 remaining
Ahwahneechee and members of other tribes, mostly without guns, who had not surrendered.
This was not a shining moment in America’s military history. Individuals and small groups were
tracked, rounded up, hounded out of their tents with their wives and children; beaten and some
of them executed, including the son of their leader, Chief Tenaya. In a scorched-earth
punishment, their villages were burned behind them. The few survivors were confined to
reservations.24
Beginning in 1855, James Mason Hutchings, an English businessman and publisher who
had failed at mining, found his calling as a guide and promoter, leading parties of tourists,
artists, and photographers into Yosemite. In that first year, forty-eight tourists including artist
Thomas Ayres visited. Hutchings publicized Yosemite in his Hutchings Illustrated California
Magazine and a popular volume of scenic photographs. In 1856, a toll road opened. The artist
Albert Bierstadt visited in 1859 and painted his spectacular Yosemite Valley in 1864. Settler and
carpenter, Galen Clark, documented the Mariposa Grove and constructed a large log structure
as a way stop at Wawona, where the access roads to Yosemite and the Grove diverged. Tourist
interest quickly increased, and Hutchings responded by constructing ever larger
accommodations and support facilities over the years.
When Olmsted first visited Yosemite in 1863, his peers in San Francisco were discussing
the future of Yosemite and the Mariposa Grove. Additional roads were under construction,
prospectors and speculators were active; unauthorized, destructive logging was taking place;
and homesteaders were staking claims. As the Civil War raged, the federal government was in
no position to govern the area; there was little law enforcement. In 1860, Rev. Thomas Starr
King (1824-1864), an energetic and idealistic young preacher in the Emersonian tradition, and,
like Olmsted, an abolitionist, had answered the call to take up the pulpit at the First Unitarian
Church of San Francisco. His preaching and advocacy for the Union against vocal secessionist
sentiment would win him a large and respectful following. That summer, King was moved by his
visit to Yosemite and wrote a series of impressions in letter form for the Boston Evening
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Transcript. Hutchins’ picture book, Starr’s letters, Carlton E. Watkins’ photographs, and Albert
Bierstadt’s famous painting, Lake in Yosemite Valley, raised public awareness of Yosemite across
the country.25
Olmsted soon joined a small group including King (who died from diphtheria several
months after Olmsted’s arrival), Israel Ward Raymond of the Central American Steamship Transit
Company of New York, State Geologist Josiah Dwight Whitney, and others. Who in this group
came up with the idea of Yosemite as a public park is anyone’s guess.26 King and, perhaps,
Olmsted would have known of Thoreau’s suggestion for Maine’s Mount Katahdin as a national
park. Someone in the group may have known that Congress had set aside the Arkansas Hot
Springs in 1832. What is known is that, on February 20, 1864, Raymond wrote a detailed and
persuasive letter to California’s junior Senator John Conness, asking him to sponsor legislation
protecting what the group saw as a national treasure being whittled away and trammeled
upon.27 The resulting bill passed in both Senate and House without opposition and was signed by
Abraham Lincoln on June 30, 1864. It provided that Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove,
totaling about 60 square miles, be granted to the State of California “for public use, resort, and
recreation” under an eight-member Commission. It also provided that the park be “inalienable
forever.”28 Whoever contributed that phrase exhibited uncommon foresight; those words
turned out to be critically important years later. Upon Raymond’s recommendation, California
Governor Low appointed Olmsted to the Yosemite Commission.29
Olmsted’s report to his fellow Commissioners and intended for California legislators
represented a new model of governmental preservation. It called for:
. . . preservation and maintenance as exactly as possible of the natural scenery:
the restriction, that is to say, within the narrowest limits consistent with the
necessary accommodation of visitors, of all artificial constructions markedly
inharmonious with the scenery or which would unnecessarily obscure, distort or
detract from the dignity of the scenery.30
Although Yosemite was still under the state’s management, this principle anticipated by
a generation the governing ethos of the National Park Service. Olmsted, as did Muir later,
also voiced concern about the protection of Yosemite’s diverse plant life from the
throngs of visitors sure to be attracted by better access and improved facilities.
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Unfortunately, neither Olmsted nor, years later, Muir understood the ecological function
of periodic fires in maintaining the scenic value of Yosemite Valley and the health of the
surrounding forests. Like most observers, they thought the Native American practice of
setting fires on the Valley floor was harmful and dangerous. Neither thought there was a
place for Native Americans in a wilderness park and both accepted their removal from
Yosemite.31
Unfortunately, Lincoln’s signature and Olmsted’s Commission did little to secure
Yosemite’s future. In 1865, Olmsted resigned from the Commission after giving his report and
returned to New York. Commission members Josiah Whitney and his associate William
Ashburner, also a geologist, suppressed the report, which had proposed a request for funding
that could have competed with the office of State Geologist.32 Olmsted’s report never reached
the Governor.
Not surprisingly, over the next several years, California proved to be even less effective
as park steward than the federal government, and the Commission soon lost credibility. Galen
Clark, the long-time resident of Yosemite, was appointed guardian of the valley – a highly
unrealistic expectation as neither the Commission nor Clark had authority to evict
homesteaders. Tourism increased, as Olmsted had predicted, and the Commission was glad to
rely on Hutchins and other concessioners to serve the public. Railroad extensions reached the
village of Merced in 1872, and four additional stagecoach roads were built to improve access
from Merced to the Valley.
In 1868, John Muir arrived from his “thousand-mile walk” from Indianapolis to the Gulf
Coast of Florida and took a temporary job as a sheepherder. He soon found a job with James
Hutchings’ sawmill, while Hutchings attempted to secure legal title to his claim. Muir began
exploring Yosemite and the surrounding territory and voiced his concerns about threats to the
natural integrity of the area. He identified the two contributing Merced River watersheds and
called for a national park to protect them.
Through Muir’s friendship with Robert Underwood Johnson, editor of the Century
Magazine which had a national, literary readership, Muir published articles about his travels,
reaching a large readership across the county. Johnson was an effective lobbyist, and in 1890
Congress passed the Yosemite Act establishing a much larger Yosemite (1,512 square miles) as
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the nation’s second national park, after Yellowstone, which had been designated a national park
in 1872. But Yosemite Valley itself and the Mariposa Grove remained in California’s hands. Muir
persisted, founding the Sierra Club in 1892 to lobby for their inclusion in the national park. That
was finally accomplished on February 7, 2005 under President Theodore Roosevelt, although it
required several compromises that, for economic reasons, removed large tracts from the Park,
much to the consternation of the Sierra Club and other conservation advocates. These deletions
totaled 542 square miles. “In a gesture of compensation,” as national park historian Alfred Runte
puts it, 113 square miles of the High Sierras were added to the north. But these adjustments
continued: a further excision in June 2016 eliminated an additional 16 square miles at the
southwestern boundary, which allowed railroad access and eased the way for logging operations
on adjacent private lands.33
What, then, happened to the “inalienable” clause that seemed so important to the Park’s
proponents in 1864? Certainly, the clause remained important to advocates (who tried
unsuccessfully to add it to the Yellowstone Act), although even they conceded that some minor
adjustments were necessary. For Congress, however, the phrase meant little in the face of
concerted lobbying by commercial interests, especially mining, logging, ranching, damming, and
hunting. Of course, legislators could point out that shifting some land back to the federal domain
did not alienate title to the land, which remained federal property under different management.
To many, it was simply a matter of putting a natural and economically valuable resource to a
higher, more productive use than scenic preservation, recreation, or wildlife.
NIAGARA FALLS: PROTECTING A NATURAL WONDER OF THE WORLD

Following completion of the Erie Canal in 1825, which greatly eased the journey from
New York and New England to Buffalo, the Great Lakes, and the Midwest, Niagara Falls became
one of the most popular tourist destinations in America, along with Saratoga Springs and
Ticonderoga. By 1860, both the Canadian and American sides of the Falls had become heavily
commercialized. In 1869, the artist Frederic Church of the Hudson River School, who had painted
a spectacular luminist image of the Horseshoe Falls twelve years earlier, brought the “rapidly
increasing ruin of its characteristic scenery” to Olmsted’s attention. 34 From 1878 to 1879,
Olmsted stepped forward as the principal figure in a campaign to establish an international
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scenic reservation to protect the Falls. In partnership with Charles Eliot Norton, the Ruskin
disciple and Harvard professor of art history, Olmsted obtained signatures on a petition from
major literary lights including Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Francis Parkman, Oliver Wendell
Holmes, John Ruskin himself, and Thomas Carlyle.35 Although the petition failed to move the
New York legislature, the subsequent lobbying campaign, led by the Niagara Falls Association,
secured a million-dollar bond issue in 1883 to fund acquisition.
Olmsted and Vaux were appointed to prepare an ambitious plan to protect the Falls and
the unique plant life of Goat Island, while providing access to approximately 10,000 visitors a
day. Architectural historian Witold Rybczynski describes their plan as “a coherent and unified
approach to planning a public nature preserve that was a pioneering model of sensible,
balanced, and realistic environmentalism.”36 The heart of Olmsted’s plan was “[to provide] as
amply as practicable for great throngs of people . . . to preserve and develop a particular
character of natural scenery on a great scale avoiding as much as possible all manifestation of
art, human labor, or human purpose.”37
As at Yosemite, Olmsted saw that public access, properly managed, would be essential
for permanent protection of these spectacular landscapes. More than that, he believed that
access to the natural world by the people of the United States was fundamental to the physical
and psychological health of the country.
YELLOWSTONE: THE FIRST NATIONAL PARK

Yosemite was the first landscape to be set aside by Congress as a scenic and recreational
reserve; but, as we have seen, its ownership and management were granted to the State of
California until 1890 (except for the Valley and Mariposa Grove) and 1905 for the entire park.
Therefore, Yellowstone in 1872 became the first national park.
Beginning in 1866, astounding reports of the geological wonders of Yellowstone captured
the imagination of the American public. Early reports by gold-seekers along the Yellowstone
River were followed by the tales, then considered to be fantastical, of trapper Jim Bridger. As
with Yosemite, military action to subdue and remove Native Americans preceded scientific
exploration. Following the Civil War, units of the Union army were sent west to guard the wagon
trails and the railroad companies. William Tecumseh Sherman, who had carried out the
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“scorched earth” strategy through the South, was given command of all military operations in
the West after the Civil War. In 1869, Sherman became General-in-Chief of the Army, and Civil
War General Philip H. Sheridan became head of the Army’s Division of the Missouri, which
stretched from the Canadian border to the southwest desert with 11,000 troops. 38
The total number of Native Americans in that area in the mid-1800s has been estimated
at 75,000, much reduced from earlier numbers by “alcohol, syphilis, and smallpox.” 39 In the early
1800s, the Blackfeet Piegans had occupied the area in Montana north of the Yellowstone River;
the Crows, the area southward into Wyoming. The Shoshones, including a branch known as the
Sheepeaters, shared the Yellowstone Plateau from the Wind River to the Blue Mountains of
Oregon.40 All of these tribes frequently crisscrossed the Yellowstone area. Relations among them
were generally peaceful. These and other tribes frequented Yellowstone as a trading area
especially for the flints at Obsidian Hill. National policy and the prevailing wisdom were that
Indians must be subdued and confined, by force if necessary, to remote reservations out of the
way of wagon trains, railroads, miners, and settlers. In September 1968, a treaty signed by the
Shoshones but not ratified the U.S. government, resulted in their dispossession by the Army and
removal from Yellowstone.
Relatively small battles between Army units and Native Americans in this period
included a string of Army atrocities against small bands: Bear River, Idaho, January 29,
1863; Sand Creek, Colorado, November 29, 1864; and Washita River, Oklahoma,
November 27, 1868, at under the leadership of George Custer. 41 Across the Northern
Plains, the Army’s retaliatory excesses and massacres of defenseless groups in their
encampments heightened fears of a new cycle of violence on the frontier. Further
heightening fears were the reports of grisly murder in August 1869 of a well-known and
widely respected Helena rancher, Malcolm Clarke and near-fatal wounding of his son,
Horace, by two Blackfeet Indians. Clarke was married to a woman of Piegan descent,
called Cutting-Off-Head Woman.42 The violence was apparently not the result of a racial
provocation, but of a nasty inter-family dispute about Cutting-Off-Head Woman. 43
Against this tense and volatile background, the first purposeful exploration of
Yellowstone was organized. On September 6, 1869, Charles W. Cook, David E. Folsom, and
William Peterson, left Diamond City, east of Helena, Montana, bound for Yellowstone. All three
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worked for the Boulder Ditch Company which supplied water for hydraulic gold mining. Cook
and Folsom, both Mainers, had been raised by Quaker families and were members of the Helena
Committee of Safety44, a militia group.45 Folsom, “a grizzly bear hunter, dead shot, and expert
woodsman” had been a schoolteacher; Peterson had been a sailor for some thirty years, from
Denmark to San Francisco via Havana, Odessa, Brazil, Calcutta, Dublin, Naples, Galveston, New
York, across the Atlantic and back, then around Cape Horn to San Francisco where he joined the
Gold Rush.46 As the Army had its hands full guarding wagon trains and protecting miners and
surveyors, the small group traveled without an escort. Drawing from their diaries, historian
George Black conveys their feeling of “isolation and vulnerability” as they approached
Yellowstone on the Mirror Plateau:
The exotic became frightening. They lay awake in the pitch darkness listening to
the bugling of elks, the roaring of mountain lions, the howling of wolf packs. A
storm dumped six inches of snow on them. But then the weather cleared and the
rocky peaks of the Absarokas “glistened like burnished silver in the sunlight,”
restoring their spirits.47
They found their way to the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone River, Yellowstone Lake,
Shoshone Lake, the Lower Geyser Basin, the Great Fountain Geyser, the Firehole River, and
Excelsior Geyser. They returned to Diamond City on October 11, close-mouthed in public
because they feared no one would believe them. They had reason to worry; both the New York
Tribune and Harper’s refused to publish their account and Lippincott told them, “[w]e do not
deal in fiction.” In July 1870, the Western Monthly published a version of their diaries, which, in
Black’s words, “had all the public impact of a tree falling in the forest.” People were distracted
by reports of growing Indian tensions.
On January 23-24, 1870, an Army detachment in search of Malcolm Clarke’s assailants
mistakenly assaulted the wrong encampment and killed a band of 173 friendly Piegan Blackfeet
Indians, mostly women, children, and the elderly, on the north bank of the Marais River in the
Montana Territory, near what is now Shelby, Montana.
Later in 1870, a nineteen-man expedition led by Henry Dana Washburn, Montana’s
surveyor general, who had talked to the Cook party and believed their accounts, confirmed
previous reports of Yellowstone and added descriptions of the Upper Geyser Basin including Old
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Faithful and the Firehole. The much larger expedition of 1870-71, funded by Congress, was
planned and led by Professor Ferdinand Vandeveer Hayden of the University of Pennsylvania
and Director of the U.S. Geological and Geographic Survey of the Territories. Thirty-two strong, it
comprised a full complement of scientists from the Smithsonian and other institutions, as well as
the English landscape artist Thomas Moran, a devotee of J.W.W. Turner, and frontier
photographer William Henry Jackson. Moran and Jackson’s expenses were funded by Northern
Pacific railroad promoter Jay Cooke.
The Hayden expedition added Mammoth Hot Springs to previously reported wonders.
Moran’s painting, The Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, was purchased by Congress for $10,000
and later hung in the Senate Lobby. Jackson’s photographs were widely published, generating
astonishment across the country.
The Washburn party had discussed the idea of a federal grant or reservation like
Yosemite; but Wyoming was still a territory, so the Yosemite model of state responsibility for
the reservation could not be followed. The idea of a national park to be set aside and governed
by Congress likely originated with officials of Jay Cooke’s Northern
Pacific Railroad, who saw a spectacular opportunity for tourism. A.
B. Nettleton, a Northern Pacific lobbyist, suggested just that in a
letter to Professor Hayden while Hayden was completing his
report.48 Hayden drew the proposed boundaries of the 1,909
square mile park; two later expansions in 1929 and 1932 increased
its size to 3,464 square miles. Representative Henry L. Dawes of
Massachusetts, an Olmsted acquaintance, was co-sponsor of the bill
in the House of Representatives. The bill required long and vigorous
debate in the Senate but was ultimately passed by both bodies with
Yellowstone Falls, Alfred
Bierstadt

a large margin and signed by President Ulysses S. Grant on March 1,
1872.49

Alfred Runte notes that the legislative language for Yellowstone was closely modeled
after the Yosemite bill, and that supporters of both bills were at pains to reassure Congress that
the land being set aside was nearly valueless for settlement or agriculture. Congress would not
have accepted the outsize boundaries of Yellowstone had those boundaries seemed to include
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suitable lands for settlement or agriculture. Americans considered both wonders to be superior
to European scenery and capable of generating strong feelings of pride and patriotism; however,
the desire to promote the country’s growth would easily trump pride in scenery. Runte also
points out that Yellowstone’s mammoth size does not reflect an expansive ecological vision on
the part of Hayden. On the contrary, he was simply drawing an area large enough to encompass
the wonders already discovered with allowances for future discoveries.50 For National Parks
beginning with Yellowstone and Yosemite, natural wonders were fine, but if park advocates
wished to carry the day in Congress, they had to show that proposed boundaries excluded
accessible natural resources that could be extracted, cut, grazed, or dammed. Thereafter, for
many years, if mineral resources were discovered or dams were proposed, like the Hetch Hetchy
dam, north of Yosemite Valley in 2006 following the San Francisco earthquake, bills would be
filed to adjust boundaries or waive restrictions. Not every bill passed, but the feeling was strong
that whatever Congress authorized could be revised or rescinded by Congress when the
opportunity or need arose.
ADIRONDACK PARK: FROM STATE FOREST RESERVE TO FOREVER WILD STATE PARK
The Adirondacks are a huge, highly scenic, forested area in northeast and north-central
New York State, named after the Mohawk Indian word for “tree eaters.” Mohawks, an
Algonquin tribe, hunted beaver in this region before white exploration. The Adirondacks are part
of the great Laurentian Plateau extending into Quebec. They remain a remote, rugged, lightly
settled, 9,375 square mile expanse of mostly forested country. The region extends from the
Mohawk River Valley northeast to Lake George, then along Lake Champlain north to the St
Lawrence River Valley; from Ticonderoga on Lake Champlain east to the Fort Drum military
reservation and the Black River Valley. Its largest village is Saranac Lake, population 5,706, in the
north central part of the region.51
In the early 1780’s, speculators bought 4 million acres in the little-known Adirondacks
from the State of New York at the stunning price of 9 pence per acre. That sale launched a 200year history of furious exploitation followed by large-scale conservation that continues to
influence today’s conservation movement. Opening of the Eire Canal from Albany to Lake Eire in
1825 diverted settlement to the west, leaving much of the Adirondacks in the hands of
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lumbermen, whose hundred-year devastation of the “Great Northern Wilderness,” 52 as it was
popularly known, generated enough public concern by 1885 to force legislative action. Following
the Civil War, the railroads had brought sportsmen, “rusticators,’ who established summer
camps around the many lakes, and guides, hoteliers, and other businesses that both met and
generated even greater demand for tourist facilities.
As in England’s Lake Country, writers and artists responded to the loss of scenery and
solitude by raising a ruckus. However, in the Adirondacks the fundamental concern was the
impact of clear-cutting on the Hudson and Mohawk Rivers, among the great economic corridors
of the nineteenth century. In 1864, George Perkins Marsh in Man and Nature, documented the
relationship in Greece and Italy between forest
exploitation and subsequent devastating floods and soil
erosion. The relevance of the European lesson to the
Adirondacks was obvious.
Yosemite had its John Muir; the Adirondacks
found their advocate in Verplanck Colvin (1847-1920).
Born and educated in Albany, Verplanck was captivated
by the mountains to the north and turned down his
father’s offer of a career in the law in favor of an
outdoors life. He became an illustrator, cartographer,
author, and topographical engineer. At 21, speaking to a
group of sportsmen at Lake Pleasant, he called for
creation of a forest preserve and a public park in the
Adirondacks, the first to do so.53 Two years later, he
climbed Mount Seward, whose height he calculated
fairly accurately at 4,462 feet, and repeated his call for a public park in a report to the New York
State Museum of Natural History. In 1872, he located the source of the Hudson at shimmering
Lake Tear of the Clouds high on Mount Marcy. Having demonstrated his expertise in precise
surveying, he proposed that the New York legislature appoint him as superintendent of the state
topographical survey of the Adirondacks. It was Colvin who found the key to legislative support
for preservation. “It has been proposed that the state reserve this region as Wilderness Park for
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sportsmen, but that is a slight matter in comparison with the reservation of it as a timber
preserve and as the grand reservoir region of the cities of the valley of the Hudson.” 54 In his
widely-read annual survey reports to the Legislature, Colvin repeated his call with greater
specificity. Foresters, manufacturers, sportsmen, and New York City commercial interests
echoed Colvin’s call. Meanwhile, the public was alarmed by spark-spewing locomotives that
started fire after fire along their newly laid tracks, serious floods from the cut-over hills,
reduction in the summer flow of the Hudson and smaller rivers, and fears of malaria from the
vast Adirondack marshes. Finally, Colvin’s persistent advocacy bore fruit. In 1885, seventeen
years after his initial call for preservation, the legislature established a state Forest Preserve and
a Forest Commission. A Catskill Forest Preserve was included under the same Forest Commission
The state Forest Preserve in the Adirondacks comprised the state’s ownership of 681,374
acres (1,065 square miles, nearly the size of Yosemite National Park), much of which had
reverted to the state for unpaid taxes after being harvested for timber. The Forest Preserve in
the Catskills comprised 34,000 acres, or 53.13 square miles.55 Section 8 of the legislation is
worth quoting: “The lands now or hereafter constituting the Forest Preserve shall be forever
kept as wild forest lands. They shall not be sold, nor shall be leased or taken by any person or
corporation, public or private.”56 Twelve years later, this wording was enshrined by public
referendum in Article VII (now Article XIV), Section 7 of the amended State Constitution,
approved by a vote of 410,697 to 327,402 in November 1894. 57 This constitutional provision was
and is unique, arguably as permanent a decision as a political body can make at the state or
national level.58
There is an epilogue to this story. The “Forever Wild” provision was favored by the voters
in the 1894 referendum; that did not stop groups from advocating for their own version of this
provision in practice. Lumbermen wanted access to the Forest Preserve and made their wishes
known to the Legislature. The Forest Preserve Commission felt hamstrung by the literal
application of these limits; it wanted the flexibility to sell or exchange some parcels to acquire
others of greater importance. Foresters wanted to introduce scientific forestry, learned in
Europe and at Cornell, in its short-lived forestry school, and the new forestry school at Yale.
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But the most serious and persuasive threat to
“Forever Wild” came in 1911 with a proposal by
the new state Water Supply Commission to allow
reservoirs to flood up to 3% of the area in the
Forest Preserve. With widespread support from
conservationists as well as business, that
amendment was overwhelmingly approved in
The Ranger, Winslow Homer

1913. At the Constitutional Convention in 1914,
the Association for the Protection of the

Adirondacks, allied with business interests, proposed to allow cutting of mature timber in the
preserve, with revenues to be applied to management of the preserve. Despite the arguments of
professional foresters and support of conservationists, Forever Wild adherents were not
persuaded. Led by the brilliant attorney, Louis Marshall (father of Robert Marshall who would
later become founder of the Wilderness Society), opponents of logging defeated the proposal.
The 1914 Convention did propose several changes to the Constitution, including authorization
for a highway through the Preserve from Saranac Lake to Long Lake and Old Forge. The voters
rejected the new Constitution by more than 2 to 1. The Forever Wild provision was and remains
“ascendant.”59
When the Adirondack Park Enabling Act was passed in 1892, the state owned about
551,093 acres (861 square miles or 19.6% of the area within the overall Park Boundary, known
as the “Blue Line”) of 2.8 million acres (4,388 square miles). By the year 2000, one-hundred and
fifteen years later, state ownership had increased to 2.4 million acres (3,750 square miles, much
larger than Yosemite National Park), or 40% of the land within the Blue Line, which had itself
been adjusted and stretched to include a total of 6 million acres. In other words, in one hundred
fifteen years, the state had increased its ownership of that 9-pence per acre land by 1.85 million
acres (2,889 square. miles). The cost of reacquiring that land has been substantial, even though
aided by individual donations and land trusts.60 See Appendix 5-3 for a map of the Adirondack
Park showing the original and extended boundaries of the Reserve and the Blue Line.
Although the huge acquisitions were popular and effective, the Adirondack Park stands in
contrast to the U.S. National Parks, which generally own most of the land within their acquisition
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boundaries. At the time of the Enabling Act, about 100,000 people lived within the Blue Line;
that population has increased by 30% within the larger Blue Line boundaries. While that increase
in full-time population has not been extreme, and while the industrial and extractive use of the
Park has decreased, seasonal occupancy of the Park by second-home owners and tourists has
greatly increased. Seasonal residents greatly outnumber permanent residents. Highway mileage
within the Park has more than doubled. Although the Forever Wild concept may have been
ascendant, even sacrosanct, the twentieth century reality of paved roads and tourist-related
development threatened the Park’s aesthetic and environmental values.
Fears for the future of the Park led to a 1967 proposal by Laurence Rockefeller (19102004), the distinguished, enormously wealthy, and influential conservationist and brother of
Governor Nelson Rockefeller (both sons of John D. Rockefeller, Jr., the oil magnate). Laurence
Rockefeller proposed a National Park within the heart of the Adirondack Park. It would have
included 1.1 million acres of state-owned land and 0.6 million acres of adjoining private land, to
be purchased by the National Park Service over the following 15 years. The proposal did not
extend to the Catskills. At the time, it would have created the third largest national park in the
U.S. The response to Rockefeller’s idea by residents, landowners, and communities within the
Park was decidedly negative, not unusual for a national park proposal. Residents and
landowners usually do not welcome losing control of their land, being regulated by a federal
agency, and feeling crowded by throngs of outsiders. What was more surprising was the
lukewarm reception from conservation groups that had worked for generations to protect the
Adirondacks. A major reason behind their reluctance was concern that, over the long term, the
Park would be less strongly protected under federal than state ownership, which would be
fortified by the Forever Wild provision of the New York Constitution. Under Governor
Rockefeller, the state’s Conservation Department heard the objections and joined the throng in
speaking against the proposal. Laurence Rockefeller withdrew his proposal, indicating that its
main purpose in the first place had been to stimulate serious discussion continuing threats
facing the Park.61
That left the question of how to deal with the pressures of second homes, theme parks,
road and utility construction, all contributing to scenic blight. Recognizing the seriousness of
these threats, Gov. Rockefeller in 1968 appointed a Temporary Study Commission on the Future
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of the Adirondacks. Harold K. Hockschild, a wealthy businessman and owner of a family estate at
Eagle Lake in the central Adirondacks, became its Chairman. The Commission’s recommendation
in 1970 was a shocker – it called for a new state entity, the Adirondack Park Agency, which
would be empowered to zone the use of every acre of land in the Park. Its authority would
extend to both the state-owned Forest Reserve and the thousands of acres of private land
within the Blue Line. Although many of the same threats affected the Catskills, the Temporary
Study Commission decided not to include the Catskill Park in its zoning plan. Opposition in the
more populous Catskill region to such a scheme would likely have been overwhelming.
We’ll return in a later chapter to discuss this nearly unprecedented approach to
conservation via state regulation of land use on a vast scale. One can only guess what Verplanck
Colvin would have thought of his beloved Adirondacks, firmly under the control of a state
agency. He had continued as superintendent of the state topographical survey until fired
ingloriously in 1900 when Governor Theodore Roosevelt transferred his duties to the state
engineer, amid criticism of the disorganization and inaccuracy of Colvin’s surveying records.
Embittered by years of struggle with bureaucrats and the legislature, including repeated
demands for payment of his salary and expenses, Colvin dropped out of public sight, retiring
“hermit-like” to his home in Albany.62 However, his discontent and depression late in life were
not complete. He was one of eight dignitaries at the 1914 dedication of the 300-acre John Boyd
Thacher State Park, a picturesque site, 20 miles west of Albany. At the dedication, Mrs. Thacher
credited Colvin with inspiring her late husband to make the donation. Thacher State Park
includes the Helderberg Escarpment, a layered geological feature containing fossil corals and
shells, where Colvin had practiced his self-taught surveying. In 1920, at the age of 73, Colvin
passed away at his home in Albany, with little public notice. Tom Thacher, the donors’ grandson,
notes that Colvin deserves credit as the founder of “two great state parks.”

Summary
In this chapter, we have travelled from the small-scale conservation of Boston Common,
at first for pasturing cows and drilling a militia, then as the crown jewel of a busy New England
downtown, to the designation of the first two national parks, Yellowstone and Yosemite, as well
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as the state parks, Niagara and Adirondack. Regardless of their size, all these protected open
spaces were “commons” in the Garrett Hardin sense. All would require committed advocacy,
planning, and careful management, as well as effective regulation, to avoid “tragedies” of
misuse and overuse. Success was not pre-ordained and was rarely certain. Along the way, we
noted the widespread establishment of town and city commons and greens and town forests.
Most of these were in a sense “working landscapes,” not established and protected primarily for
recreation but to make their natural resources of pasturage, fuel wood, and timber available to
the community. We witnessed the establishment of the Laurel Hill Society in Stockbridge,
Massachusetts, the first village improvement society and, likely, the first conservation land trust,
although holding land was not its intent until an influential family presented it with the
opportunity. The ability of village improvement societies to organize volunteers to accomplish
work that was beyond the capacity of local government helped to build the base for the private
land trust movement.
Victoria Park in the working-class East End of London and Birkenhead Park, near
Liverpool, were models for the park-making work of Frederic Law Olmsted and his protégé,
Charles Eliot. In general, their park-making focused primarily on aesthetic delight, the
picturesque and the sublime, and on the benefits of clean air and recreation. In contrast, Muir as
a naturalist and explorer rather than a designer, immersed himself more deeply in the native
botanical diversity of his favorite landscapes.
We concluded this chapter with sketches of the complicated origins of the first two
national parks, Yellowstone and Yosemite; a cross-boundary state park, Niagara, which
prevented complete desecration of a world-class natural wonder; and the Adirondack State
Park, which is in some ways closer to the English national parks than to America’s “best idea.”
All these stories validate the truism that each generation must renew and reinforce the
conservation victories of preceding generation.63 A legal term like “inalienable” or “forever” is
no guarantee. As Tony Benn, the British politician, Member of Parliament, and occasional
Cabinet Secretary, said: “Every generation must fight the same battles again and again. There’s
no final victory and no final defeat.”64
The next chapter concludes this discussion of 19 th-century milestones with several
Boston and Massachusetts conservation and historic preservation precedents. They suggest that
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the founding and early work of The Trustees of Reservations and other early land trusts had
their roots in earlier successful campaigns to protect threatened historic sites and buildings.

Endnotes
1

James N. Levitt (2005), “Financial Innovation for Conservation: An American Tradition”, in James N.
Levitt, ed., From Walden to Wall Street: Frontiers of Conservation Finance (Cambridge, MA: Lincoln
Institute of Land Policy), 1-7. Levitt makes the case that the Boston Common “is very likely the oldest
public open space in the English-speaking world” and is the first example of municipal “self-taxation for
land protection.”
2
Robert McCullough (1995), The Landscape of Community: A History of Communal Forests in New
England (Hanover, N.H.: University Press of New England.
3
It is important to remember that the electorate in original American towns was confined to white, male,
landowners; not to the many servants, other non-landowning workers, women, black people, and
“Indians.”
4
Norman T. Newton (1971), Design on the Land: The Development of Landscape Architecture
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press), 259.
5
American Planning Association. “Fairmount Park: Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.” Great Places in America:
Public Spaces. Elizabeth Milroy, “Fairmount Park,” Encyclopedia of Greater Philadelphia.
http://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/archive/fairmount-park/. Also see “Fairmount Park Commission,”
https://www.phila.gov/phils/docs/inventor/graphics/agencies/A149.htm.
6
Alexis de Tocqueville (1838, 2000), Democracy in America, Translated by, Harvey C. Mansfield and
Delba Winthrop (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 491.
7
“Laurel Hill Park in the Main Street Historic District of Stockbridge”. National Park Service. www.nps.gov
Retrieved 11-15-2016
8
Between 1954 and 1967, Norman Rockwell worked on an evening panorama of the half-dozen, tightlyspaced structures on the south side of Main Street, titled Stockbridge Main Street at Christmas. Laurel
Hill rises directly behind the brick town office and library. See the Stockbridge Chamber of Commerce
website for an excellent reproduction of the painting: https://stockbridgechamber.org/visit/stockbridgemain-street-at-christmas/.
9
When the Mahican (also known as the Mohican) community departed from Stockbridge for New York
State, Rev. Sergeant kept a two-volume Bible for safekeeping in the 1739 parsonage, known as the
Mission House, given by Mabel Choate, daughter of Joseph Hodges Choate, to The Trustees of
Reservations in 1948. Following a further series of displacements across New York State and Indiana and
a serious land claims case against New York State, the tribe settled in southeastern Wisconsin on a
22,000-acre portion of the much larger Menominee Reservation. They had joined with a displaced tribe
of related Indians from the Hudson River Valley known as the Munsee Indians and as the StockbridgeMunsee Indians eventually became federally registered. In the 1980s and 1990s, the tribe made efforts to
recover the Bible from The Trustees of Reservations. They also requested the return of a four-item
pewter communion set which the tribe had brought from Stockbridge to their settlement in Wisconsin.
Mabel Choate had located and purchased the communion set in Wisconsin and added it to her collection
of Stockbridge Indian artifacts. For many years, the Trustees of Reservations staunchly resisted the return
of the items, maintaining that the items had been the property of Rev. Sergeant and were part of the
organization’s acquisition of the Mission House; hence their safe-keeping was the organization’s fiduciary
duty. This position was changed in 1990-1991 under Executive Director Frederic Winthrop of Ipswich, MA

Chapter 5|30

and Chairman F. Sydney Smithers, a Pittsfield, MA real estate attorney, perhaps influenced by the
numerous claims at that time by native groups against American museums for the return of Native
American artifacts that had been acquired over many years from collectors and others. In 1991, the
Bibles were returned to the Stockbridge-Munsee tribe in Wisconsin on the condition that they be kept in
the tribal museum. The communion set followed soon after when the Tribe and the Trustees agreed that
the artifact had not been legally sold to Miss Choate in 1930 by the Stockbridge Presbyterian Church in
Wisconsin. See the Wikipedia article “Stockbridge-Munsee Community” and the following detailed article
by a Berkshires blogger, Tim Abbott, known as Greensleeves.
https://greensleeves.typedpad.com/berkshires/2006/09/tthe_stockbridge.html. Both retrieved 12-12016.
10
Kirin J. Makker (2013), "Village Improvement and the Development of Small Town America, 1853-93”.
Journal of Planning History, March 5, 2013. Vol 13, Issue 1, 68-87.
11
Quoted in Makker, Ibid, 4.
12
Susan Fenimore Cooper (1869), Putnam’s Magazine, Vol IV (New Series), No. 21, pp. 359-366. James
Fenimore Cooper Society Website: http://external.oneonta.edu/cooper/susan/village.html Retrieved 1111-2016 . Susan Cooper founded a village improvement society in her home town, Cooperstown, NY.
13
John Brinckerhoff Jackson (1972), American Space: The Centennial Years, 1867-1876 (New York: W.W.
Norton & Company), 102 – 103.
14
Ibid, 37
15
Ibid, 37. Jackson also mentions Nebraska Governor Norton who created Arbor Day in 1874 and Donald
Mitchell, author of My Farm of Edgewood, who wrote on the rural landscape in the 1860’s.
Unfortunately, Jackson omits Mary Hopkins, founder of the Laurel Hill Society.
16
Makker, 14-15.
17
Norman Newton, Ibid., 224.
18
Frederick Law Olmsted (1852), Walks and Talks of an American Farmer in England (London), pp 74-83,
quoted in Newton, Ibid, 232.
19
http://www.mcah.columbia.edu/seneca_village/htm/history.htm. Retrieved 3-6-2017.
http://www.mcah.columbia.edu/seneca_village/htm/history.htm.Retrieved 3-6-2017.
20
Sources of biographical details of Olmsted and Vaux are Elizabeth Stevenson (1977), Park Maker: A Life
of Frederick Law Olmsted (New York: Macmillan) and Witold Rybczynski (1999), A Clearing in the
Distance: Frederick Law Olmsted and American in the Nineteenth Century (New York: Scribner).
21
The name “Mariposa” means butterfly in Spanish. This town and county of California are said to have
been named by a priest with the Spanish explorer Gabriel Maroga in 1806 Their party came across a
stream graced with thousands of yellow butterflies. See the Mariposa History Museum website,
http://mariposamuseum.com. Retrieved 9-6-2018.
22
Charles Beveridge and Paul Rocheleau (1995), Frederick Law Olmsted: Designing the American
Landscape (New York: Universe), 35
23
Daniel E. Anderson (2014). “Origins of the word “Yosemite.”. Yosemite Online
Library.http://www.yosemite.ca.us/library/origin_of_word_yosemite.html. Retrieved 9-6-2018.
24
Dorceta E. Taylor (2016), The Rise of the American Conservation Movement (Durham: Duke University
Press), 356-7. Also see Alfred Runte (1990), Yosemite: The Embattled Wilderness Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press), 11-12. Runte suggests that the name Yosemite as enunciated by the Ahwahneechee
may have referred to the Mariposa Battalion itself.
25
Rybczynski, 236.
26
Runte, Yosemite, 19.
27
Runte, 28.
28
Ibid, 19. Runte speculates that the “inalienable forever” wording may have come from Olmsted, but
neither he nor Lora Roper (1952) in her pioneering biography, FLO, A Biography of Frederick Law

Chapter 5|31

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press) who unearthed Olmsted’s suppressed report to the Yosemite
Commission, offers no evidence.
29
Alfred Runte (1987), National Parks: The American Experience, Second edition, revised (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press), 26. According to Runte, in 1832 at Fort Pierre in what is now South Dakota,
George Catlin, the artist of American Indians, may have been the first to make the case for creation of “A
nation’s Park; containing man and beast, in all the wild freshness of their nature’s beauty.”
30
Frederic Law Olmsted (1865), “The Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Big Trees, A Preliminary Report.”
Quoted in Elizabeth Stevenson, Ibid, 271.
31
On Olmsted’s and Muir’s antipathy to Native Americans, see Dorceta E. Taylor (2016), The Rise of the
American Conservation Movement (Durham: Duke University Press), 359-362. Sharing widespread
prejudice of the time, both Muir and Olmsted found Native Americans to be aesthetically displeasing in
the context of a park or wilderness environment.
On the issue of fire suppression on the Valley floor, which both Olmsted and Muir advocated, see
Rundt, Yosemite, 39 and 58-59. He describes the evidence for invasion of pines, cedars, and undergrowth
on the valley floor caused by the elimination of periodic burning and the substitution of plowing and
grazing. Of the Yosemite commissioners, William H. Mills was the first, and for many years the only, to
understand and communicate the role of Native American burning, not only in maintaining the
appearance and wildlife of the valley but also the role of periodic fire in maintaining the reproductive
vitality of the sequoias in the Mariposa Grove. Rundt, 52-53 and 58. Mills was a long-time railroad land
agent and editor of the Sacramento Record Union. Mills and the Southern Pacific railroad made common
cause with Muir; both had a stake in the scenic appearance of the Valley; but Mills never convinced Muir
on the function of Native American burning in the Valley, and surely did not argue for a return of Native
Americans to reside in Yosemite. By 1878, Muir had recognized the function of fire in maintaining the
sequoias. Runte, National Parks, 400.
32
Ibid, 28-29.
33
Rundt, Yosemite, 79. See pages 67-82 for the story of the many boundary adjustments from 1864
through 1906 and a discussion of the reasons for them. According to the National Park Service Yosemite
stands at almost 1,200 square miles in area.,
34
Albert Fein (1972), Frederick Law Olmsted and the American Environmental Tradition (New York:
George Braziller), 42.
35
Witold Rybczynski, Ibid, 369-70.
36
Witold Rybczynxki, Ibid, 375.
37
Albert Fein, 46.
38
George Black (2012), Empire of Shadows: The Epic Story of Yellowstone (New York: St. Martin’s Press),
206-207.
39
Ibid, 207.
40
Aubrey L. Haines (1996), The Yellowstone Story, Volume One, Revised (Yellowstone National Park,
Wyoming: Yellowstone Association for Natural Science History, and Education, Inc.), 21 – 25.
41
George Black, 262 lists these events and compares them to the Marais incident. He makes the point
that all except Marais involved significant Army losses, suggesting that there was resistance Marais
involved no Army casualties. In addition to the 173 killed, more than 100 survivors, mostly women and
children, were rounded up, “packed into a couple of tents,” as their belongings were set ablaze. During
the long evening, punctuated by shots by sentries, screams and moans of the wounded, six warriors of
the “Blood” (Kainah) tribe, were ordered by Lieutenant Gustavus Cheyney Doane to be killed by axes. In
the morning, the detachment rode away in below-zero temperature, leaving survivors “to fend for
themselves.” The total number Of Piegans who died is not known. George Black, 253-259.
42
Black, 143-144.
43
Ibid, 221-225; 232-233.

Chapter 5|32

44

George Black, 150.
Aubrey Haines, 94.
46
George Black, 226-7.
47
Ibid, 229.
48
Dayton Duncan and Ken Burns (2009), The National Parks: America’s Best Idea (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf), 34.
49
. Alfred Runte (1987), National Parks: The American Experience (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press),
33 – 47.
31. Runte, Ibid
51
This account4 of the Adirondack Park is drawn principally from Frank Graham, Jr. (1978), The
Adirondack Park: A Political History (New York: Alfred A. Knopf), 6.
52
Graham, 4-9.
53
Graham, Ibid, 70.
54
Graham, Ibid, 74 Verplanck Colvin as reported in the Albany Argus, April 10, 1872.
55
See the Catskill Park State Land Master Plan, August 2008, iii.
http://www.dec.ny.gov/docs/lands_forests_pdf/cpslmp.pdf . I have not discussed the origins of the
Catskill Park, its Blue Line boundaries, and its special issues. The main point is that the smaller Catskill
Preserve was protected in 1894 under the same Amendment to the New York State Constitution (Article
VII now XIV) as the Adirondack Preserve.
56
Quoted in Graham, Ibid, 106.
57
Ibid, 131.
58
Ordinarily, as municipal, state or national government can by a simple majority repeal establishment of
a park or forest reserve that it has created. We have seen that Congress was not prevented by Yosemite’s
“inalienable” clause from making major adjustments to its boundaries by majority vote (signed by the
President). In Massachusetts, a constitutional amendment passed by referendum requires a two-thirds
vote of both houses of the state legislature is required for the release or change of use of any municipal
or state conservation land, but a public referendum is not required.
59
Graham, Ibid, 159-171.
60
The area of the Catskill Forest Preserve (i.e. state-owned land) increased even more dramatically by
846%, from 34,000 acres to 287,500 acres (449.2 square miles). See Catskill Park State and Master Plan,
op. cit., i.
61
Graham, Ibid, 218-224.
62
Tom Thacher “Triangulation of Colvin Planck”, Adirondack Almanack, 2/22/2015. www.
adirondackalmanac.com/2015/02/the-triangulation-of-verplanck-colvin.html/. Retrieved 10/24/2016.
63
The General Conference of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO), meeting in Paris in the autumn of 1997, passed the Declaration on the Responsibilities of the
Present Generations Towards Future Generations. The Declaration recognized that the present
generations have the responsibility of ensuring that the needs and interests of present and future
generations are fully safeguarded. It stressed the importance of making every effort to ensure, with due
regard to human rights and fundamental freedoms, that future as well as present generations enjoy full
freedom of choice as to their political, economic and social systems and are able to preserve their cultural
and religious diversity. And it maintained that the present generations have the responsibility to bequeath
to future generations an Earth which will not one day be irreversibly damaged by human activity. Each
generation inheriting the Earth temporarily should take care to use natural resources reasonably and
ensure that life is not prejudiced by harmful modifications of the ecosystems and that scientific and
technological progress in all fields does not harm life on Earth.” http://www.sustainableenvironment.org.uk/Principles/Future_Generations.php
Retrieved, 9-14-2018
45

Chapter 5|33

64

See https://lifeondoverbeach.wordpress.com/2013/07/03/tony-benn-every-generation-must-fightthe-same-battles-again-and-again/

Image Sources
Page 9

Victoria Park, London, 2013, view of the west lake facing towards the
Pavilion Café. Photo by V.P. Hammer. Source: Wikipedia. Creative
Commons.
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Victoria_Park_London,_We
st_Lake_Panorama_2013.jpg Retrieved, 10-1-2018

Page 10

Birkenhead Park, Birkenhead, Wirral, Merseyside. Swiss Bridge and
Boathouse, Birkenhead Park Lake, July 2007. Photo by Repton1x.
Source: Wikipedia, Creative Commons.
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_Swiss_Bridge_and_Bo
athouse,_Birkenhead_Park_Lake.JPG Retrieved, 10-1-2018

Page 11

Seneca Village, New York City. Source: History Workshop Blogs,
Rutgers University. https://hist-workshop.blogs.rutgers.edu/senecavillage/ Retrieved, 10-1-2018.

13

Frederic Law Olmsted, 1869. Source: Image extracted from Central
Park Administration, digitized from A Description of New York Central
Park with illustrations by Albert French Bellows. Source: British
Library, released to Flickr Commons. Wikimedia Commons,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:NYCCentralPark_(1869)_p162_Frederick_Law_Olmsted.jpg Retrieved 101-2018.

14

Calvert Vaux. Source: National Association for Olmsted Parks.
http://www.olmsted.org/the-olmsted-legacy/calvert-vaux-andolmsted-sr Retrieved, 10-1-2018.

15

Alfred Bierstadt, Valley of the Yosemite, 1864. Museum of Fine
of Arts, Boston. Source: Wikipedia, U.S. Public Domain.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Valley_of_the_Yosemite#/media/File:Al
bert_ Retrieved, 10-1-2018.

Chapter 5|34

24

27

Alfred Bierstadt, Lower Yellowstone Falls, 1881. Buffalo Bill Historical
Center. Source: Wikimedia, U.S. Public Domain.
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:YellowstonefallJUN05.JPG
Retrieved, 10-1-2018
“Division of Levels – Measurement of Whiteface Mountain with Spirit
Level and Graduated Rod,” circa 1879. Drawn by Verplanck Colvin.
Source: http://picasaweb.google.com/jbmoran34/Adirondack
SurveyMapsAndDrawings/photo#50533764682066 via Wikipedia.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Verplanck_Colvin Retrieved, 10-1-2018.

© Wesley T. Ward, 2018. All rights reserved. Unauthorized use and/or duplication of
this material without express, written permission from the author is strictly prohibited.
Excerpts and links may be used, provided that full and clear credit is given to Wesley T.
Ward with appropriate and specific direction to the original content. Contact
wesleytward@comcast.net.

