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ln 1776, when delegates from
the 13 colonies met in Phila-
delphia to discuss the adoption
of a Declaration of lndepend-
ence, the vast region west of
the Mississippi was an un-
known and unexplored wilder-
ness. To the first pioneers this
wilderness, like the forests of
the east a century earlier, was
an enemy to subdue. Eden for
them was fruitful farms and
prosperous cities, and
"progress" was the inexorable
westward march of civilization.
But within a half-century after
America won its independence
from Great Britain, there were
some far-sighted persons who
saw the need to retain intact
some portions of primeval
America.

One such observer was
George Catlin, the sympathetic

painter of the Plains lndians.
On an expedition up the Mis-
souri River in 1832, he saw for
himself the destructive effects
of an advancing civilization.
At Fort Pierre, a fur-trading
post in what is now South
Dakota, he learned that only
a few days before his arrival
1,400 buffalo had been slaugh-
tered for their tongues and the
hides and meat left to rot.
Deeply moved by the incident,
Catlin climbed a nearby bluff,
spread out a map of North
America, and considered the
future of the wild and beautiful
scene below him. The great
buffalo herds that took days to
cross the Missouri would soon
vanish, he predicted, and with-
out the buffalo, the lndian
tribes of the plains were

doomed. Catlin concluded the
account in his journal with a
plea that the government set
aside as "A Nation's patk" a
spacious preserve where fu-
ture generations could view
the frontier landscapes "in all
the wild[ness] and freshness
of their nature's beauty."
Catlin's idea was in good part
realized half a century later
when President Ulysses S.
Grant, tn 1872, signed into law
a bill setting aside 3,400
square miles in Wyoming Terri-
tory as Yellowstone National
Park.

The National Park idea is a
legacy of the American Revo-
lution, a natural outgrowth of
the democratic ideals of oppor-
tunity and equality for all. To
set aside outstanding places of
beauty and history for all to

enjoy was in direct opposition
to English and Continental
practice, where kings had re-
moved entire villages to pro-
tect royal hunting preserves
and great estates were main-
tained for the pleasure of the
nobility, A quotation from the
act establishing Yellowstone
National Park, carved above
the park's north portal, clearly
states the intent of Congress
in establishing national
parks: "For the Benefit and
Enjoyment of the People."
Today the National Park Sys-
tem numbers nearly 300 na-
tural, historical, and recrea-
tional places, touching every
region of the country and
every chapter of American his-
tory. These parks and their
associated national landmarks

preserve.the diversity of the
original American landscape
and pay tribute to the many
peoples and cultures that have
shaped America and the
American.

Among the historic sites of
the National Park System, more
than a score have close con-
nections with the great figures
and events of the Revolution.
Popes Creek Plantation, Vir-
ginia, was the birthplace of
George Washington, and the
Adams Mansion, Quincy, Mas-
sachusetts, the home of John
and Abigail Adams. lndepend-
ence Hall in Philadelphia
witnessed the deliberations of
the Continental Congress, the
adoption of the Declaration of
lndependence, and the writing
of the Federal Constitution.
Minute Man park, Massachu-
setts, marks the opening of the
military struggle; Saratoga,
New York, was the decisive
turning point. The clash be-
tween patriots and loyalists at
Moores Creek Bridge, North
Carolina, in 1776 was a critical
action in the opening phase of
the war in the South. Kings
Mountain and Cowpens, South
Carolina, and Guilford Court-
house, North Carolina, were
important battlefields in the
decisive Southern Campaign,
1780-81. George Rogers Clark
National Historical Park, lndi-
ana, commemorates the win-
ning of the Old Northwest
Territory. Morristown, New
Jersey, was the scene of two
difficult winter encampments
of the Continental Army. Hope-
well Village, Pennsylvania, and
Salem Maritime, Massachu-
setts, portray the early iron-
making industry and the com-
mercial and naval phases of
the war. At Surrender Field,
Yorktown, Virginia, the Revo-
lutionary War ended.

Visitors to these parks will
find interpretive programs,
exhibits, films, and publica-
tions to help them recall the
difficult struggle for independ-
ence.

Yet the Bicentennial in the
national parks is not lim-
ited to celebrating the mili-
tary battles of the Revolution,
the political achievements of
Sam Adams or Patrick Henry,
the eloquent appeals of Tom



Paine. Of equal importance to
the Bicentennial are the 200
years that followed the cal-
culated break with Old World
traditions. ln these two cen-
turies, a diverse new Nation
forged a way of life that
became a bastion of hope to
oppressed people everywhere.

From the very beginning,
explorers, fur traders, pros-
pectors, and homesteaders
were drawn relentlessly west-
ward by the promise of free
land and a fresh start. Here
they built a town, there a fort,
and in the next place found
their way through the moun-
tains-St. Louis, Fort Laramie,
South Pass in the Rockies.
They were moved by faith that
every tree felled, every clump
of sod turned over would
somehow bring about the
better world envisaged by the
framers of the Declaration
and the Constitution. Their
heritage is reflected in wood,
earth, and stone, their land-
marks are preserved in the
National Park Syste6-$6pl'g
Fort, Chimney Rock, and the
soaring walls of Yosemite.

Tribute must also be paid to
the people engulfed by Ameri-
can expansion to the Pacific,
and ultimately to Alaska and
Hawaii. The Navajo, the Nez
Perce, and the Eskimo, the
Polynesian of Hawaii and the
Spanish American of the
Southwest-all by 1776 had
achieved a proud existence,
and something of the richness
of the American character can
be traced to their contributions.

At the very time Thomas
Jefferson, in a Philadelphia
rooming house, was drafting
the Declaration of lndepend-
encei 2,500 miles to the west
Father Francisco Dominguez,
a Franciscan priest, was writ-
ing in his journal a description
of the Pecos mission, then
abandoned and in ruins near
Santa Fe, New Mexico. Long

before Columbus set sail on
his first voyage to the New
World, the lndians of the Pecos
Valley had constructed a multi-
story pueblo of some 700
rooms. lts fortunate location
between the nomadic buffalo
hunters of the Plains and the
village-dwelling farmers of the
Rio Grande Valley gave the
Pecos lndians a measure of
prosperity. ln 1541 a Spanish
expedition of over a thousand
soldiers, priests, and lndian
allies searching for the fabled
cities of gold first came uPon
Pecos. Then a few years after
the Pilgrims landed at Massa-
chusetts Bay in 1620, seeking
a refuge for their staunchlY
Protestant faith, Catholic Fran-
ciscans journeyed to Pecos
and founded a mission that be-
came in time an entire com-
munity. lmposing their own way
of life upon the Pecos lndians,
the Spanish introduced wheat,
the beehive oven, and bread,
horses, cattle and sheep, Euro-
pean tools, and new farming
methods. But over the cen-
turies the customs of the ln-
dians transformed Spanish
ways into a culture with a char-
acter of its own-and still
evident in the Southwest todaY.
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Parks and historic places
commemoraling 200 years of
American lndependence

Visitors to the National Park
System during the Bicentennial
will be looking down the road
Americans have traveled since
1776. ll leads from lndePend-
ence Hall in PhiladelPhia to the
headquarters of the Russian
fur trade at Sitka, Alaska; to
Grand Portage, Minnesota, a
strategic link in the 3,000-mile
network of inland waters
stretching between Montreal
and Lake Athabasca in Can-
ada's north woods; to the boY-
hood home in Virginia of
Booker T. Washington, the
black leader and educator; to
the fortress walls of El Morro
in Puerto Rico, where the
Spanish repulsed the legendarY
English seadog Sir Francis
Drake in 1595.

These historic places and a
continent-wide array of nation-
al parks preserve examPles of
much of the country's original
landscape and of its diversitY
of cultures. Together theY illus-
trate the emergence of the
American civilization and helP
us understand how we came
to be what we are todaY.

National Park Service
U.S. Department ol the lnterior
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