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The campfire is interwoven into the fabric of America. Around it gathered the 
early explorers, the trappers, the fur traders and the soldiers. Today it con
notes companionship, relaxation, and recreation in the out-of-doors. This 
monthly bulletin provides a figurative campfire about which we may exchange 
ideas that seem to us worth expressing and sharing. 
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"Tuesday, September 20 — * * * Last night, and also this morning in 
camp, the entire party had a rather unusual discussion. * * * Mr. Hedges 
then said * * * that there ought to be no private ownership of any por
tion of the region but that the whole of it ought to be set apart as a 
great national park * * * 

From Nathaniel P. Langford's diary 
covering the 1870 exploration of the 
Yellowstone country. 

It is around the campfire that men tend to grow thought
ful, and to share their thoughts with their companions. At 
the historic Yellowstone campfire, recorded by Nathaniel 
Langford, serious thought and earnest discussion among a group 
of far-sighted men resulted in a determination to work for the 
establishment of a world's first national park. 

In The Campfire, we propose to supply our fellow workers 
--companions in the task to which we are all devoted—the best 
thought that comes to our attention related to that task and 
its objectives. We believe that such material, which often 
only a few of us see, will stimulate the thinking of all of 
us, to our own benefit and that of the public. It seems to 
us particularly fitting that our first issue should deal with 
the first Director, Stephen T. Mather, through extracts from 
Steve Mather of the National Parks, by Robert Shankland, just 
published by Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. 

We hope that all Service employees, as they come across 
material which may be suitable for use in The Campfi re. will 
cooperate by submitting it to this Office. 

Director 
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STEVE MATHER OF THE N A T I O N A L PARKS 
By Robert Shankland 

Lane.. .got a l e t t e r of complaint--something about the national 
parks--one morning in the f a l l of I9I4-. He saw them every day. But 
t h i s one was signed "Stephen T. Mather." Steve Mather. Lane had 
known him t h i r t y years e a r l i e r in Cal i f o r n i a . . . T h e Secretary re 
p l i e d : "Dear Steve, i f you don ' t l i k e the way the nat ional parks 
are being run, come down to Washington and run them you rse l f . " 

MATHER AND PRIVATE LARDS IB THE PARKS 
Before the Giant Forest purchase, high words had been hurled a-

ga ins t the p r i va te holdings there fo r twen ty - f i ve years, but they 
had led to no ac t ion. Mather s tar ted from the gates, and went r i gh t 
through, repossessing not only sequoias but g iant sugar pine, yel low 
p ine, and f i r . The program required al together $175,000, of which 
the only pub l i c money was the $50,000 f o r the Giant Forest . Be
sides tha t and the Nat ional Geographic Soc ie ty ' s $20,000, $50,000 
came from Mather h imsel f , $15,000 from George Eastman, $10,000 from 
t h e people o f T u l a r e County, $6,000 from S ta te Senator W. F. 
Chandler o f Fresno, and the balance in sma l le r lumps from the 
blandished ("Wouldn't you l i k e to come along with a thousand to help 
me clean th i s up?"). To be blandished by Mather was, in nine cases 
out of ten, to succumb. He rare ly f a i l ed to crack anybody he rea l ly 
wanted to crack. And yet once in a whi le he did f a i l - - f o r instance, 
in the course of h is Sequoia d r i v e , w i th a r i ch o ld man who owned 
fo r t y park acres, f i ne mater ia l for a donation. A luncheon was ar
ranged in Los Angeles f o r seventeen po ten t i a l pub l i c benefactors, 
a l l of whom, l i k e the o ld man, were marked up f o r something spe
c i f i c . As soon as the food had been dispatched, Mather buckled to 
business, passing around hor ta tory announcements and declaiming in 
h is most compulsive s t y l e . The old man leaned back in h is cha i r , 
scanned the handouts, l i s tened to the oratory, and picked his teeth 
in self-possessed s i lence. His sixteen fe l lows d id the i r duty, but 
not he. Desperately Mather stretched the party out f o r two ext ra 
hours, hoping to wear the venerable miser down. Nothing doing. 
Mather got the f o r t y acres a couple of years l a t e r , but he bought 
them. 

Wi l l iam Randolph Hearst was an important 1 andholder at the Grand 
Canyon. He owned Grandview Point, s t i c k i ng out over the Canyon, and 
a second property somewhat f a r t h e r back. Mather, whi le f i x i n g to 
b r ing the Grand Canyon i n t o the nat ional park system, heard some 
weighted words about the Hearst ho ld ings; s p e c i f i c a l l y , a p o l i t e 
warning to des is t unless his plans included the p ro tec t i on of the 
Hearst view. So into the law went a clause p roh ib i t i ng construct ion 
between the rim and any p r i v a t e property near the r im. Three or 
four years af terward, in the heat of an el iminat ion-of-pr ivate-1ands 
campaign, Mather was g ran ted , thanks to h i s o l d f r i e n d , A r thu r 
B r i sbane , an audience w i t h Hearst a t the Palace Hote l in San 
Francisco. He permit ted himself ce r ta in hopes fo r Hearst 's gener
o s i t y , but the pub l isher , *** demurred. "My Grand Canyon proper-
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t i e s , " he said, "are as safe wi th me as they ever would be with the 
government." He intended to bu i ld a museum fo r his Indian co l l ec 
t i o n at Grand View and he was sure i t would be in a rch i tec tu ra l har
mony wi th other park s t ruc tu res . On his second proper ty , he sa id , 
he would bu i l d a home. He never got around to b u i l d i n g e i t h e r . 
A l l he b u i l t wasacabin, which as defense against condemnation pro
ceedings, he h i red a man to i n h a b i t ; Senator Walsh, who owned a 
place in Glacier, had made arrangements exempting from condemnation 
any p r i va te lands in the nat ional parks conta in ing occupied dwe l l 
ings. Secretary Ickes f i n a l l y had the Hearst p r o p e r t i e s bought 
wi th publ ic-works money in the la te t h i r t i e s . By that time Hearst 
had los t i n te res t . 

Mather looked at the p r i va te lands as a weak br ick that might 
some day col lapse the whole national park s t ruc tu re . He was in New 
York wi th G i lbe r t Stanley Underwood one summer morning to see a man 
of na t iona l park property about a donat ion, but picked up only a 
telegram of regrets : his man had been detained out of town. Hav
ing a f ree day ahead, Mather turned to Underwood and asked him i f 
he had ever been to Coney I s land . Underwood never had. "We l l , 
l e t ' s go, then. I 'd l i k e to show i t to you as an ob ject lesson. " 
They spent the whole day out there. They wandered l i gh t -hea r ted l y 
among the concessions, taking a l i t t l e r i f l e p rac t i ce , tes t ing the i r 
throwing arms, t r y i n g to r ing the bel l wi th a swing of the sledge. 
They lunched on hot dogs, raw onions, and orange soda, and took an 
extended apprec ia t ive tour of the bathing beach. They had a whale 
o f a t ime. "Now," said Mather, as they made ready to go back to 
New York, " t h i s is exact ly what we don' t want in the nat ional parks. 
Lots of people seem to l i k e i t , and i f they do, they ought to have 
i t , but not in the nat iona l parks. Our job in the Park Service is 
to keep the nat ional parks as close to what God made them as poss i 
ble and as far as we can"—with a sweep of the arm--"from a horror 
1 ike t h i s . " 

HOW MATHER FELT ABOUT SERVICE PEOPLE 
In Mather 's eyes, every name on the Service payrol l was the 

name of a p u b l i c bene fac to r , who ought to be t r e a t e d as such. 
G i lbe r t Stanley Underwood saw evidence of that one day at Yosemite. 
Watching some road-bu i I d i ng , Mather noticed a young woman r i d i ng be
side the d r i ve r in a Park Service t ruck, and he wanted to know what 
she was doing up there. She was too scared to reply, but the dr iver 
spoke up: "She's my w i fe . I brought her up here to see the park. 
She's never seen i t be fore . " Mather to ld him: "That makes no d i f 
ference. She can ' t r ide in that t ruck. She ' l l have to get down." 
The g i r l cl imbed down, p l a i n l y on the verge of tears . " I f you'd 
l i k e to see the park, see i t from my ca r , " Mather said. "You know," 
smi l ing his famous smile, "you mean too much to your husband to get 
you rse l f hur t in a t ruck he's d r i v i n g . " He showed her around the 
val ley himself and tha t evening had her and her husband as his d i n 
ner guests at the Ranger Club House. 

On hot days, in the remoter reaches of the parks unfrequented 
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by females, Mather enjoyed b i r t h d a y - s u i t swimming. E iv ind Scoyen 
r e c a l l s one such gambol at the Grand Canyon when, as the swimmers 
were s i t t i n g in the sun drying o f f , a guide and two women suddenly 
mater ia l i zed from a nearby cave. The Park Service men leaped f o r 
t h e i r c lo thes, and then, when su i tab ly covered, Mather ins is ted on 
f ind ing the 1adies and apologiz ing. He came back a l l smiles. " I t ' s 
a l l r i g h t , boys," he said, "they were war nurses." That impulse at 
the s ight of a lonely swimming hole, to shuck his c lothes and bound 
in, re f lec ted "The Eternal Freshman." 

ON DAMS IN YELLOWSTONE--AND OTHER IIAT 10HAL PARKS 
" . . . I contend that there can be no u t i l i z a t i o n of the lakes of 

the park, or of the Fa l ls River Basin, for i r r i g a t i o n that w i l l not 
br ing wi th i t desecration of the people's playground fo r the benef i t 
o f a few ind iv idua ls or corporat ions. Al l of the lakes of the park 
are in heavily timbered d i s t r i c t s . Great forests reach down to the 
water 's edge. In some par ts of the park, level t r ac t s of land em
bracing thousands of acres l i e at an e levat ion only a few feet above 
these lake shores. Raising these lakes would k i l l m i l l i ons of fee t 
o f t imber, wipe out miles of roads and t r a i l s , and create a scene of 
chaos and dest ruct ion that would be an eyesore fo ra thousand years. 

" I s there not some place in t h i s great nat ion of ours where 
lakes can be preserved in the i r natural s ta te ; where we and a l l gen
e ra t i ons to f o l l o w us can enjoy the beauty and charm of mountain 
waters in the midst o f pr imeval f o r e s t s ? The country is la rge 
enough to spare a few such lakes and beauty spots. The nat ion has 
wisely set apart a few nat ional parks where a s tate of nature is to 
be preserved. I f the lakes and fo res ts of these parks cannot be 
spared from the hand of commerc ia l izat ion, what hope can there be 
f o r the preservat ion o f any scenic features of the mountains in the 
in terest of pos te r i t y . 

"Yellowstone National Park has been establ ished fo r nearly half 
a century. Every plan to e x p l o i t i t f o r p r i va te gain has f a i l e d 
to receive the considerat ion of Congress. Mighty ra i l road projects 
have even gone down to eve r las t i ng defeat. Must a l l the v i c t o r i e s 
o f the past now become hollow memories by the grant ing of reservoir 
r i gh t s that w i l l desecrate i t s biggest and most beaut i fu l lakes, and 
form the precedent for commercial exp lo i ta t i on o f a l l of i t s scenic 
resources—its w a t e r f a l l s , i t s fo res ts , i t s herds o f w i ld animals, 
i t s mineral waters? I t is to be hoped the pro jec ts now being de
veloped w i l l meet the fa te of the others that have come before Con
gress i n the past. " 

A quotation from Mather's 1919 annual report , found on page 213 
of Steve Mather of the National Parks. 

STEVE MATHER OF THE NATIONAL PARKS, c o p y r i g h t by Alfred A. Knopf, 
Inc. 1951. 
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