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On an unseasonably cold fall night in New York, 400 national park sup-
porters gathered on Ellis Island to celebrate the end of NPCA’s centennial year, 
and the start of our next century of protecting national parks. 

The island, now part of Statue of Liberty National Monument, was a 
gateway to hope and freedom for 12 million people. It has been said that the 
descendants of the immigrants who were processed on this island account for 
half of this country’s population today. And I’m proud to say I am one of those 
descendants. My great-grandmothers and my great-grandfather, arrivals from 
Ireland, Russia and Lithuania, passed through this immigration station in the 
late 1800s. 

At the celebration, I couldn’t help but think of the immigrants who stowed 
their baggage in the beautiful space that served as our reception area. The 
grandeur of the Great Hall, where we dined, must have seemed so different for 
those awaiting medical inspections and interviews before they were permitted 
to enter the country.

Ellis Island felt like a perfect place to cap off months of celebrating and 
reflecting on all we’ve accomplished in our 100-year history. It was stirring to 
look out at park rangers and advocates that evening and contemplate the sites 
we’ve saved, the stories we’ve preserved and the lands we’ve protected.  

A heartfelt thank you to all of you who have accompanied us on this 
journey and who will be with us as we chart our course for the next century. As 
NPCA’s founder envisioned, it is the people who must save their own national 
parks. And that’s what we are doing, side by side, day by day and year by year. 
Here’s to another century of fighting for the places that move us. 

Looking Back  
and Forward
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With gratitude,
Theresa Pierno
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Editor’s Note

RANGER A. Anokwale Anansesemfo’s slavery-focused tour at Hampton. 

Rona Marech
npmag@npca.org
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A 2017 Park Service review of Northeastern plantations 
designated in the 1970s as National Historic Landmarks 
found that only 17 of 72 nominations mentioned slavery — 
though enslaved people had labored at all of them. This might 
seem like old business, but those documents continue to 
shape interpretation at the sites to this day, Turkiya Lowe, the 
Park Service’s chief historian, recently explained to me. 

The ongoing harm caused by these stark omissions is dis-
couraging, but the good news is that the Park Service’s attitude 
about studying and discussing slavery has changed dramati-
cally — and continues to evolve. As Julie Scharper reports 
in “An Honest Reckoning,” Hampton National Historic Site 
in Maryland is a striking example of this shift. For decades, 
learning about the wealthy family that built and occupied the 
opulent estate was the point of visiting. The stories of enslaved 
people at Hampton were all but invisible. 

But these days, Hampton’s visitors can take tours focused 
on enslaved people and walk through the stone buildings 
where they once lived. And a study launched three years ago 
not only has uncovered a vast array of fascinating material 
about those held in bondage at Hampton, but also has led 
researchers to living descendants, some of whom hadn’t 
known about their families’ connection to the estate. 

Julie — who worked on the story for seven months — inter-
viewed, among many others, Charles Brown, a descendant of 
Nancy Davis, who appears on the cover. The reporting took so 
long partly because researchers kept making new discoveries 
(finding Brown was a major one) that Julie couldn’t bring 
herself to leave out. 

It has been thrilling to see this story unfold before our 
eyes. Turn to page 38 to read more about Hampton’s trans-
formation and the excavation of a rich history that was long 
buried but — thankfully — not entirely lost.

Digging Up the Truth

WHO WE ARE
Established in 1919, the National 
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America’s only private, nonprofit 
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THE ART AND SCIENCE OF CAMERA TRAPPING

I was one of the first women to serve on an elite team of 
wildland firefighters known as a “hotshot crew,” and during 
summer and fall of 1974, I worked as a field technician at 
the U.S. Forest Service’s Forest Fire Laboratory in Riverside, 
California. It was always a near miracle to me as a firefighter 
and then a scientist to visit fire sites later and see the 
stumps sprouting and experience the mighty force of life 
and renewal as described in your recent article on the Santa 
Monica Mountains [“After the Fire”]. I’m not complacent, 

though. It is possible to push an ecosystem beyond its recovery point, and with 
climate change, increasing encroachment of human settlement, and fire policy that 
still relies too heavily on suppression, we’re getting closer to that edge.

LEE STUART
Duluth, MN

A TRAGIC MISTAKE
The embarrassing mistakes on The Wall 
are an integral part of the memorial 
and are essential to understanding the 
Vietnam War. On The Wall are names of 
my shipmates, men who were shot down 
over North Vietnam in June 1965 but 
whose remains were not identified for 
20 years. The war itself was a mistake. 
We call the dead “heroes” and piously 
proclaim that “they gave their lives 
in the defense of their country.” The 
historical reality is that they gave noth-
ing; their lives were taken from them 
for doing what was expected of them by 
profoundly flawed politicians who were 
contemptuous of the history and culture 
of Southeast Asia.

EARL HIGGINS 
River Ridge, LA

The writer is a retired U.S. Navy  
commander who served on the USS 
Midway from 1963 to 1965.

A NOTE TO OUR READERS
We are pleased to announce that Nation-
al Parks Senior Editor Nicolas Brulliard 
won in the “range of work by a single au-
thor” category of the 2019 Folio: Eddie & 
Ozzie Awards, which recognize editorial 
and design excellence. The magazine also 
won honorable mention for overall edito-
rial excellence, overall design excellence 
and cover design of the special centennial 
issue. In addition, the magazine won the 
silver medal in the Lowell Thomas Travel 
Journalism Competition for Ian Shive’s 
marine monuments photographs from 
the Fall 2018 issue.

CORRECTIONS & CLARIFICATIONS
In the Fall 2019 issue, the credit for the 
photograph of Gold Rush prospectors 
on p. 18 was incomplete. It should have 
read: “National Park Service, Klondike 

Gold Rush National Historical Park, 
Candy Waugaman Collection, KLGO 
Library SS-126-8831.” Also, a caption on 
p. 41 indicated that only two elk appeared 
in the photograph, but a sharp-eyed 
reader spotted two additional, partially 
obscured elk in the top left corner. In 
addition, we inadvertently omitted a 
biography of the photographer who 
shot images for “A Momentous Arrival.” 
Heather Hughes Ostermaier, of Heather 
Hughes Photography, is an award-win-
ning photojournalist based in Virginia. 
Finally, we included images of flowering 
black mustard (Brassica nigra) in the 
story “After the Fire” about Santa Monica 
Mountains National Recreation Area. A 
reader wrote to say that black mustard 
is an invasive weed known to push out 
native vegetation, an excellent point that 
we failed to mention. 

Send letters to National Parks Magazine, 777 6th Street NW,  
Suite 700, Washington, DC 20001-3723. Or email npmag@npca.org. 
Include your name, city and state. Published letters may be  
edited for length and clarity.

FIRE ALARM
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PHOTO: GRAND STAIRCASE-ESCALANTE NATIONAL MONUMENT, UTAH 

Echoes 

We will be losing 
some incredible 
places that we have 
had protected for 
decades. 
Cory MacNulty, associate 

director of NPCA's Southwest 

region, to Mountain West News 

Bureau after the Bureau of 

Land Management released 

a planning document that 

proposed opening more than 

1,000 square miles of land 

that previously had been part 

of Grand Staircase-Escalante 

National Monument to drilling 

and mining. 

The hope is that more tribes 
can continue to work together 
collectively to restore bison and 
conserve bison. 
Stephanie Adams, associate director 

of NPCA's Northern Rockies region, as 

quoted in the Bozeman Daily Chronicle 

after Native American tribes and First 

Nations from the U.S. and Canada 

gathered at a convention co-hosted 

by NPCA and the Samson Cree to sign 

a treaty concerning the restoration of 

bison to native lands. 

The risk is too great. Mining 
companies have forever said, 
'There will be no impact,' and, 
'We'll clean this up.' 
Lawmakers, not mining companies, 

should be entrusted with protecting 

the Grand Canyon, Kevin Dahl, NPCA's 

Arizona senior program manager, told 

Cronkite News In October, shortly after 

the House voted to permanently ban 

uranium mining on Just over 1 million 

acres around the Grand Canyon. NPCA 

strongly supported the bill, which now 

will head to the Senate. 
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Trail Mix
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It started with a book. Well, two 
books, really. And some clay. And a little 
creative license. The year was 1995, and 
Rebecca Brown, a homeschooled fifth 
grader from Pennsylvania, discovered 
biographies of Gens. Ulysses S. Grant 
and Robert E. Lee in her family’s collec-
tion of books. Inspired by what she read, 
she sculpted the two generals using 
modeling clay.

Soon, her burgeoning interest 
rubbed off on her twin sister, Ruth. The 
two began devouring books about the 
Civil War and crafting more soldiers. 
And then more after that. “The next 

Gettysburg’s Civil War Tails offers a cat’s-eye  
view of battle. 

kitty-corner to Gettysburg National 
Military Park and converted it into 
the Civil War Tails at the Homestead 
Diorama Museum. 

Though most of the town’s tourists 
come expressly to see the military park, 
nearly 2,000 people find their way every 
year to the Browns’ museum, where they 
encounter 7,000 buff-colored, breeches-
clad felines, meticulously arrayed across 
fort, field and ship. The scenes span 
time and geography, depicting water-
shed moments in one of the bloodiest 
chapters in this country’s history. 

In the front room, a 41-square-foot 
recreation of Pickett’s Charge takes 
center stage. The diorama, showing 
the third day of the 1863 Battle of 
Gettysburg, features cats-cum-soldiers 
lined up eight-deep along opposing 
fence lines, separated by a swath of 

thing you know,” Ruth Brown said, “we 
had several thousand on hand.” Over 
time, they whittled down the size of 
their models and refined the details, 
adding jacket piping and corps badges, 
but one incongruous detail remained 
unchanged: The soldiers were all cats.

The twins’ early fascination with 
the Civil War, like their affinity for 
cats, endured through high school 
and college. In 2013, with their hobby 
threatening to overrun their parents’ 
house, they decided to give their four-
legged soldiers a forever home. They 
purchased a 150-year-old building 

Of Cats and Men

TWINS Ruth (left) and Rebecca Brown, who have 
been fascinated with the Civil War since they were 
children, now run Civil War Tails at the Homestead 
Diorama Museum in Gettysburg. 
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farmland littered with fallen soldiers. 
Other rooms spotlight a besieged Fort 
Sumter during the war’s first days, a 
naval standoff between the CSS Virginia 
and the USS Monitor during the 1862 
Battle of the Ironclads at Hampton 
Roads, and a flank-to-flank engage-
ment at East Cavalry Field (the equine 
counterpart to Pickett’s Charge). The 
twins also pay homage to Luke Brown, 
a private in the Union Army who was 
their great-great-grandfather’s half-
brother. His plight as a prisoner of war 
is captured by their small, bleak display 
of Andersonville. 

“It’s absolute folk art,” said Joseph 
Miechle, a collections technician at 
Naval History and Heritage Command 
who worked at Hampton Roads Naval 
Museum until recently. He visited Civil 
War Tails specifically to examine the 
Hampton Roads exhibit and was awed 

by the depth of the Browns’ research 
and attention to detail, including their 
to-scale representation of each service 
member, from battle-worn general to 
rank-and-file soldier. “They can point 
to specific people and tell their story,” 
Miechle said. 

Getting the facts right is a point 
of pride for the sisters, but it doesn’t 
come easily. They rely on National 
Park Service diagrams, aerial imagery, 
topographic maps, their collection of 
more than 500 Civil War books and 
— when all else fails — Google. Any 
remaining data gaps can often be filled 
with site visits. Rebecca estimates she 
has walked the fields of Gettysburg 
dozens of times to visualize the lines of 
charging soldiers or confirm the loca-
tions of key terrain features.

It’s a habit born from years of 
tromping across battlefields with 

her sister and father, Luke Brown (a 
namesake of the private). The desig-
nated field-trip leader, the elder Brown 
planned annual excursions to see 
reenactments of his daughters’ favorite 
battles starting in the 1990s. Then, when 
the girls were 14, the trio embarked on 
a two-week loop through the Southeast, 
exploring one or two battlefields a 
day (many of them national park 
sites). They visited Chickamauga & 
Chattanooga National Military Park in 
Georgia and Tennessee and Vicksburg 
National Military Park in Mississippi. 
They traveled to Fort Sumter and Fort 
Moultrie National Historical Park in 
South Carolina to see where the war 
started and Appomattox Court House 
National Historical Park in Virginia to 
see where it ended. A highlight of the 
trip, Rebecca said, was their tour of 
Andersonville National Historic Site, 
where they saw Pvt. Luke Brown’s grave. 

Soon after, Rebecca and Ruth 
began staging their whiskered soldiers 
in increasingly elaborate Civil War 
scenes, which they shared with friends 
and family. They also carted their 
soldiers to Fort Washington Estates, 
the retirement residence where they 
worked during high school, using boxes 
presciently labeled “Clay Civil War Cat 
Museum.” 

Don Kasper, the culinary and 
nutritional services director at Fort 
Washington Estates, remembers how 
the Browns would dress in period garb 
during these annual presentations. 
“People loved it,” he said. “We thought 
it was crazy and cool.”

Ultimately, however, the cats were 
not designed for life on the road. 
“Trucking them back and forth to set 
them up for a day was kind of hard on 

EVERY YEAR, nearly 2,000 people find their way to the museum, where they encounter 7,000 
buff-colored, breeches-clad felines, meticulously arrayed across fort, field and ship.
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the cats,” Ruth said. Not only can the 
clay melt in summer heat, but rou-
tinely disassembling large exhibits with 
thousands of pieces was unsustainable. 
Storage became an issue, too. Their 
mother, Linda Brown, recalls finally 
having to say, “Look, I’ve run out of 
closet space, garage space, attic space 
and basement space. You’ve got to do 
something about this.”

So, they moved to Gettysburg. The 
sisters, now 35, live above Civil War 
Tails and spend innumerable hours 
fine-tuning their exhibits, some of which 
take years of fastidious handcrafting to 
finish. Rebecca, whose zeal for model 
making extends to World War II aircraft 
and ships, staffs the museum full time. 
A criminal defense lawyer by day, Ruth 
spends her Saturdays at the museum 
and manages the website.

Inevitably, visitors ask: Why cats? The 
answer is both whimsical (as children, 
they pretended to be cats) and practical 
(cats are simpler to make). It’s possible to 
sculpt people, Rebecca said, but “humans 
are just long and gangly.” Besides, she 
added, “you’re not going to crank out 

FOR SOME visitors, seeing killed and wounded kitties makes it easier to grasp the toll of the war. 

3,000 people by hand for Pickett’s Charge. 
… I’m sorry, it’s just not going to happen.” 

Amazingly, some visitors tour the 
entire space without realizing they’re 
seeing cats, but the Browns don’t feel 
compelled to enlighten them. After all, 
Rebecca said, “having been making 
them for 20 years, I kind of forget 
they’re cats now. I’m just cranking out 
these soldiers, and I’m thinking about 
the men they represent.” 

Others — the self-described cat 
lovers — seek out the museum spe-
cifically for the feline focus, but the 
exhibits often affect them in ways 
they didn’t anticipate. “We’ve had 
several people, when they’re looking 
at Pickett’s Charge, comment on how 
if they were looking at human figures 
lying there — the killed and wounded 
— they wouldn’t think twice about 
it,” Rebecca said. But the injustice of 
bloodied paws and prone, pointy-eared 
figures resonates.

It’s a response Rebecca never 
expected. “The cats,” she said, “are 
making the history real for people.” 

—KATHERINE MCKINNEY DEGROFF

NPCA HOSTED AN  
INCREDIBLE YEAR OF  
CENTENNIAL EVENTS. 
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EVEN IF FINANCIAL 
MARKETS START GOING 
DOWNHILL, NPCA’S 
ANNUITY RATES ARE 
ALWAYS LOOKING UP.

With a charitable gift annuity 
through NPCA, you will receive 
fixed, unchanging payments that 
can never go down and you can 
never outlive—no matter what 
happens to the stock market.

Call us at 1-877-468-5775 or visit 
www.MyParkLegacy.org to request 
information and your personal rate.

Age: 65 75 85 90
Rate: 5.1% 6.2% 8.3% 9.5%
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Mollusks are the latest 
weapon in the battle 
to clean up the D.C. 
waterway once known as 
the Forgotten River.

Mussel 
Power

Washington, D.C., recently  
welcomed some new neighbors —  
about 8,700 of them.

That’s how many mussels just were 
released into the Anacostia River. And 
residents will have to get used to them 
because thousands more are on the way. 
The adjustment shouldn’t be too taxing 
since the new arrivals are there to be 
upstanding community members: They 
are serving as the latest reinforcements 
in the decades-long battle for cleaner 
water in the meandering 8.4-mile river, 
which cuts through Anacostia Park and 
flows into the Potomac River. 

“The opportunities for water quality, 
biodiversity and propagating more 
mussels are huge here,” said Jorge 
Bogantes Montero, a natural resource 
specialist at the Anacostia Watershed 
Society. “This is the first project of its 
kind locally, but the idea is to set up a 
model that anyone can replicate.” 

Like their bivalve cousins, the 
oysters, mussels filter excess pollution 
that comes off the land — either from 
farm fields, sewage treatment plants 
or storm runoff. Some urban areas, 
including New York City, have turned 
to oysters to filter their waterways and 
build reefs to boost resilience to storms. 
But the fresh waters of the Anacostia 
aren’t suitable for oysters, so Montero 
and his colleagues are deploying 

mussels, a bivalve that’s already proven 
itself as a pollution fighter in places such 
as Ohio and Kentucky. High concentra-
tions of heavy metals, chemicals and 
sediment can kill mussels, but if the 
conditions are right, the mollusks absorb 
excess nitrogen and phosphorus and 
settle sediment. The hope is that with 
the mussels on the job, the Anacostia’s 
waters will be clearer and aquatic grasses 
will prosper, creating additional habitat 
for all manner of creatures. In addition, 
if all goes well, the new mussels will help 
revive the population that was already 
there, increasing their impact. 

The notion that any species, let 
alone a fragile bivalve, could thrive in 
the Anacostia River would have been 
far-fetched a century ago, when the 
Washington Board of Trade called it 
an “uninviting river” with “miasmatic 
swamps, whose baneful influence is 
so seriously felt by a large portion of 
the citizens of Washington.” It would 
not have seemed possible in the 1960s, 
either, when interstate highways were 

built around and through the 1,200-acre 
riverfront Anacostia Park, and industry 
polluted the river’s shores. It hardly 
appeared likely through the early 2000s, 
when Washington’s government battled 
with the Environmental Protection 
Agency about how to pursue a multibil-
lion-dollar tunnel to keep stormwater 
and sewage out of the river, which even-
tually flows into the Chesapeake Bay, 
the largest estuary in the U.S.

But recently, the tide began to turn for 
the tributary once known as the Forgotten 
River and the national park site that flanks 
it. Anacostia Park, a vital green space 
for the mostly African American resi-
dents of nearby neighborhoods, includes 
Kenilworth Park and Aquatic Gardens, 
the 3.5-mile Anacostia Riverwalk Trail, a 
popular swimming pool, and the only roller- 
skating rink in the National Park System. 

The $2.6 billion stormwater tunnel 
project finished nearly two years ago. 
Shortly after it did, the Anacostia River 
received its first passing grade on the 
Anacostia Watershed Society’s annual 

MUSSELS FILTER excess pollution that comes off the land from farm fields, sewage treatment 
plants or storm runoff. 
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report card. It was a D, but it was better 
than failure. Several communities along 
the river instituted rules banning plastic 
bags, which also helped reduce trash. 

Montero reasoned that the river was 
in good enough shape to support the 
mussels he’d been working with the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service to grow in a 
Virginia hatchery. In 2018, Montero and 
his team placed three species of mussels 
in baskets in protected sites along the 
Anacostia River at Kenilworth Park, 
Kingman Island and Heritage Island, 
among other locations. 

The team watched the mussels, 
hoping they would adjust to their new 
settings and survive record rains, which 
washed additional sediment and pol-
lutants into the river. Most did. After a 
year, mortality was only 8%. 

This fall, when the mussels were 
ready to come out of their baskets, 
Montero, volunteers and partners 
from agencies including the National 
Park Service canoed into the river 
by Kenilworth Park and Kingman 
Island and released them. The hope, 
said Anacostia Watershed Society 
President Jim Foster, is to do “a million 
more.” The reality, Montero said, is 
35,000 more over the next two years, 
thanks to a $400,000 grant from 
Washington’s Department of Energy 
and Environment. 

A cleaner waterway benefits nearby 
neighborhoods, wildlife and the public 
lands along the river. Aerospace 
engineer Ben Bowman discovered 
Kingman Island, which was built 
from dredge material pulled from 

the Anacostia in 1916, six months 
after moving to a neighborhood by 
the river. There, he’s seen ospreys, 
flourishing underwater grasses and 
kingfishers. 

“I was blown away by it,” he said. 
The number of people visiting 

Anacostia Park has risen in recent 
years and park-goers have noticed the 
improvement of the river, said Tara 
Morrison, the park’s superintendent, 
who also oversees several other sites 
in the vicinity. 

“We have an exciting opportunity, 
as the river gets cleaner, to be able 
to promote fishing and swimming — 
people are looking forward to that, 
and we believe it’s possible,” she said. 
“It’s what we’re working toward.” 

— RONA KOBELL
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Is there more than one species of Joshua Tree?

Branching Out

Mounting evidence indicates that 
the warming climate will significantly 
reduce the range of Joshua trees, but 
that didn’t sway the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service. In August, the agency 
denied a petition seeking the listing 
of the trees as a threatened species, a 
decision that disappointed environmen-
tal activists but didn’t exactly surprise 
them. “There is definitely a history in 
this administration of climate change 
denial,” said Taylor Jones, endangered 
species advocate for WildEarth Guard-
ians, the group that filed the petition.

More unexpected was the Fish and 
Wildlife Service’s other pronouncement 
that day: The agency had concluded that 
there was not one species of Joshua tree 
but two — Yucca brevifolia and Yucca 
jaegeriana.

The idea that there are different 
kinds of Joshua trees isn’t new. By the 
mid-20th century, some botanists — who 
were drawn to the Joshua tree despite 
John Charles Frémont’s 1844 descrip-
tion of it as “the most repulsive tree in 
the vegetable kingdom” — claimed to 
have identified separate varieties of Y. 
brevifolia based on traits such as the 
length of leaves and branching patterns. 
In 2007, botanist Lee W. Lenz made the 
case for two distinct species based on 
these differences.

Not everyone was convinced, and 
botanists have continued to debate the 
issue, said Chris Clarke, NPCA’s program 
manager for the California desert, who 
himself has written about the trees. He 
argued that the government should have 
left the conversation to the scientific 

community. “The Fish and Wildlife 
Service is not really the authority that 
could declare them as separate species,” 
he said.

Chris Smith, an associate professor 
of biology at Willamette University 
in Oregon, has been studying Joshua 
trees for more than a decade, and much 
of his research has taken place in the 
Tikaboo Valley of central Nevada — 
the only place where the ranges of Y. 
brevifolia and Y. jaegeriana overlap. 
That means the differences between 
the trees there can’t be attributed to 
different environments.

Y. jaegeriana tends to be smaller, 
with branches radiating close to the 
ground. “More like a bush,” Smith 
said. Y. brevifolia’s trunk is typically 
longer. “It looks much more like a 
stereotypical tree,” he said. “I mean, 
it’s still a very odd-looking tree.” Y. 
brevifolia and Y. jaegeriana rely 
on separate yucca moth species for 
pollination. The flowers of each kind 
of Joshua tree have distinct shapes 
that fit the egg-laying organ of their 
respective moth. (“We think of them 
as shaped like a wine bottle and a milk 
jug,” Smith said.) It’s not a foolproof 
arrangement. Moths occasionally 
pollinate the wrong kind of tree, and 
Smith and his team have identified a 
few hybrids in the valley.

The distinct pollinator species, the 
barely overlapping distributions and 
the fact that the hybrids don’t seem to 
reproduce well are all potential indica-
tors of separate Joshua tree species, 
but Smith’s team also used DNA 
sequencing to figure out how geneti-
cally distinct the two kinds of Joshua 
trees actually are. In a peer-reviewed 
paper published in 2016, they found 
that Y. brevifolia and Y. jaegeriana 
are “moderately to greatly genetically 

AN ODD PAIR? The Fish and Wildlife Service now says there are two species of Joshua trees 
— the bushlike Yucca jaegeriana (left, at Mojave National Preserve) and the treelike Yucca 
brevifolia (right, at Joshua Tree National Park).
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different from one another,” Smith said. 
“The genetic differences we found in 
that paper are about as great as those in 
wolves and coyotes.”

Debra Hughson, the chief of science 
and resource stewardship at California’s 
Mojave National Preserve, which is home 
to one of the world’s largest Joshua 
tree forests, said the Joshua tree debate 
is unlikely to affect the way park staff 
protect the trees or talk to visitors about 
them. “For most people, a Joshua tree 
is a Joshua tree.” (For anyone keeping 
track, Mojave’s Joshua trees are of the 
jaegeriana variety.)

If the two species stick, the issue of 
what to call them will remain. Brevifolia, 

which means short leaf, is a misnomer 
because Y. brevifolia actually has the 
longer leaves of the two. Eastern Joshua 
tree (Y. jaegeriana) and Western Joshua 
tree (Y. brevifolia) are emerging as 
leading options, but they don’t exactly roll 
off the tongue. “U2’s album was not titled 
‘The Western Joshua Tree,’” said Brendan 
Cummings, the conservation director at 
the Center for Biological Diversity.

After WildEarth Guardians’ petition 
was denied (the group has since sued 
the administration over the decision), 
the Center for Biological Diversity filed 
its own petition in October to list the 
Western Joshua tree under the California 
Endangered Species Act. Cummings, who 

is a lawyer, said whether there are two 
species or two varieties of Joshua trees 
doesn’t matter much legally speaking, 
but it does matter from an emotional 
standpoint. “The more unique a plant is, 
the more urgency there is to protect it,” 
he said. “Losing a full species leaves a 
bigger hole.”

Smith, the biology professor, said the 
evidence he’s uncovered justifies the two-
species distinction, but he’s not personally 
invested in the outcome. “Whether they 
are two different species is up to you to 
decide, depending on how you person-
ally define species,” he said, “but they’re 
definitely two different things.”

—NICOLAS BRULLIARD
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There is something ineffably alluring 
about faraway peaks jutting toward the 
sky, according to the writer and pho-
tographer Tim Palmer. “They are like 
enchanted land on the horizon,” he said. 
“They tend to be our wildest country. … 
And wildness is vitally important to me.” 

An avid outdoor adventurer, Palmer 
has written frequently about heading 
to the hinterlands to escape the churn 
of the modern world, and it is a theme 
he picks up in his new book. “America’s 
Great Mountain Trails: 100 Highcountry 
Hikes of a Lifetime,” a guidebook of 
sorts that also features hundreds of 
Palmer’s photographs, came out in the 
fall. It is his 29th book. 

To write his latest volume, Palmer, 
71, drew on sources including detailed 
notes from past trips, carefully marked-
up maps and a photo collection he’s 

been amassing for decades. To “fill 
in the blanks,” he walked into the 
mountains. 

The book highlights everything from 
the short hike up Champlain Mountain 
in Maine’s Acadia National Park, to a 
60-mile backpack route that traverses 
much of Great Smoky Mountains 
National Park in North Carolina 
and Tennessee, to an 18-mile trail in 
Olympic National Park in Washington 
that starts in the Hoh Rain Forest, 
climbs Mount Olympus and ends at the 
Elwha River. 

The book isn’t only about national 
parks, but the trails he describes all 
crisscross public lands of one kind or 
another, and hikes through national 
parks feature prominently. “When you 
think about it, you have to include the 
great trails of Yosemite, the Smokies, 

Glacier and Olympic,” he said. “The 
parks are undeniably highlights of the 
natural world.”

Palmer would know. As his friend 
Chris Brown, former director of the 
Wilderness and Wild and Scenic Rivers 
program at the U.S. Forest Service, said: 
“He’s spent his entire life outside.” It’s 
not that far from reality. 

Palmer studied landscape architec-
ture in college and then worked as a 
county planner after he graduated. But 
over time, he grew frustrated by how 
few people read his planning docu-
ments, and the great outdoors called. 
A diehard paddling enthusiast, he had 
already started writing magazine articles 
about his river trips, and at some point, 
he realized he could probably “take this 
writing thing for a spin.” After he got his 
second book contract in 1980, he quit 
his day job. 

The career switch led to some other 
unconventional choices. He bought a 
roomy van and after a while, he moved 
in. “I realized this was the way to do it,” 
he said. 

On the Trail Again
Tim Palmer, author of a new book about mountain 
hikes, reflects on a lifetime in the great outdoors. 

THE HIKES featured in Tim Palmer’s latest book include 
this stretch of the Appalachian Trail at the summit of 
Mount Race in southwestern Massachusetts. 
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He lived in the van for 22 years 
(minus some wintertime stints). 
Halfway through, he got married, and 
his wife joined him. “We loved the van 
life,” he said. “You’re free as a bird. 
Overhead is low. Every day is inter-
esting and different and exciting.”

Eventually (and a bit reluctantly), 
Palmer and his wife gave up living 
on the road — kind of. They bought 
a house in a small community on the 
Oregon Coast in 2002, but Palmer 
still travels frequently. Age has barely 
slowed him down, he said. He no 
longer mountaineers in the winter 
on his own, but he still does just 
about everything else. He recently 
took a 530-mile solo canoe trip down 
the Yellowstone River. And he has 
numerous projects in the works: a 
guide to forest trails, a guide to rivers 
of the Rockies, a book about flooding 
and an updated edition of a book 
about the Youghiogheny River in 
Pennsylvania.

Yet with age, a certain kind of pen-
siveness has set in. “I do think about 
questions of what I want to do with the 
rest of my time, because of course, it’s 
limited,” he said. He has always con-
sidered himself an environmentalist 
above all else, and as time goes on, 
that commitment has only deepened. 
He and his wife are very involved in 
conservation efforts in their adopted 
hometown, and he considers writing a 
form of activism. 

“I fear that our culture and society 
is losing touch with nature because 
technology is so dominant, and I look 
at my books as a humble response 
to the challenge of keeping people 
connected to the natural world,” he 
said. “The old axiom is really true: We 
only take care of places we know, and 
we only know the places we see, so 
by getting out and experiencing these 
amazing landscapes, we get to know 
them, and hopefully we become com-
mitted to better protection of them.”

—RONA MARECH

A SAGUARO meets its end.

Kevin Dahl was showing a radio 
reporter around Arizona’s Organ Pipe 
Cactus National Monument one early 
October day when the two stumbled 
across some border activity: A crew 
working on relocating cactuses — ap-
parently carefully — to clear a path 
for a section of wall along the border 
with Mexico. The wall, which has been 
one of President Donald Trump’s top 
priorities for years, has been extreme-
ly controversial from the start. It is 
projected to run hundreds of miles — 
including 30 miles along Organ Pipe’s 
southern boundary — and cost nearly 
$20 billion, according to documents 
obtained by The Washington Post. 

After Dahl, NPCA’s senior program 
manager in Arizona, brought the 
reporter to the park’s Quitobaquito 
Springs, which could be harmed by the 
construction of the wall, they drove 
back to the border and came upon 
quite a different scene. Gone were the 
gloves and the burlap sack to protect 
the cactuses’ roots. This time, a bull-
dozer was plowing right through an 
erect saguaro and scraping the ground 
clean. “They’re wiping out a strip of 
life. They’re creating a dead zone,” 
said Dahl, a botanist who’s written 
two books about the plants of the 
Southwest. “It’s just heartbreaking.”

Dahl grabbed his phone and docu-
mented the destruction from his car 
window. Later that day, he posted his 

photos and video footage on Facebook, 
and almost immediately, his images 
went viral. The story was picked up by 
countless publications. U.S. Customs 
and Border Protection officials, who 
earlier had declined to speak to the 
reporter accompanying Dahl, orga-
nized a press conference and issued a 
statement claiming that only unhealthy 
cactuses were not being relocated. 
Dahl was not convinced. “The saguaro 
I saw would have been happy there for 
decades and decades,” he said.

Critics, including NPCA, say that 
the administration has waived crucial 
environmental laws to pave the way for 
the wall and is funding construction with 
money allocated for other purposes. 
They also argue that the wall is not an 
appropriate way to increase border 
security and is causing irreparable 
damage to natural and archaeological 
resources. Several entities, including the 
U.S. House of Representatives and the 
state of California, have sued the admin-
istration to halt the wall’s construction.

Dahl said he had no idea his videos 
and photos would be published so 
widely, but he thinks one reason the 
footage resonated with so many people 
is that it was a saguaro — perhaps the 
most humanlike cactus — that was 
under attack.

“They seem helpless,” Dahl said. “They 
have arms, but they can’t strike back.”

— NICOLAS BRULLIARD

If a Cactus Falls …
It’s good to have a video camera on hand.
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With the survival of monarchs at stake, 
rangers and volunteers at national 
parks around the country are stepping 
in to help.

Long Live the King

EMILY SPENCER, NATURAL RESOURCE SPECIALIST  
at Dinosaur National Monument, wasn’t sure how 
many people would show up for a monarch butterfly 

tagging event one Saturday morning this summer. The event 
was early (8 a.m.), it was held in a remote part of the park at 
the end of an unpaved road, and ordinarily, the main draw for 
Dinosaur’s visitors is, well, dinosaurs. 

As it turns out, people in this corner of Utah care a great deal about 
monarchs. About 50 people came out and helped tag 26 monarchs — 
including a mating pair that stayed attached through the ordeal — with 
identifying stickers. “It was one of our best-attended events” of the year, 
Spencer said.

Spencer herself became a convert to the monarch cause only in the 
last couple of years, but since then, she’s been deeply involved. Along 
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with other staff members, she has 
been documenting monarch habitat, 
recording observations on monarch but-
terflies and caterpillars, and fostering 
a growing appreciation among locals 
for the insects. This summer, Dinosaur 
hired an intern focused on monarch 
research who helped tag more than 151 
monarchs. 

Dinosaur is far from alone in its 
newfound passion for the monarch. As 
the butterfly’s numbers are declining 
and the species faces an uncertain 
future, park staff across the country are 
mobilizing to provide crucial informa-
tion about monarchs’ migration paths, 
restore the habitat they depend on 
and turn park visitors into monarch 
advocates. “What we’re doing in parks 
is hugely important,” said Dave Treviño, 
who coordinates the National Park 
Service’s monarch work. 

Monarchs’ size and arresting looks 
have something to do with their growing 
appeal: Among North America’s largest 
butterflies, they have a wingspan of up 
to 4 inches and an intricate black, white 
and orange pattern that is easy to spot. 
Yosemite National Park ranger naturalist 
Erik Westerlund calls them “stained glass 
windows.” Another reason for the fasci-
nation with monarchs stems from their 
unique life history. Every spring, millions 
of monarchs head north from their win-
tering grounds in Mexico and California 
(and to a lesser extent, Florida). Then in 
late summer and fall, those monarchs’ 
descendants head back south. The 
journey takes the butterflies over virtu-
ally every corner of the Lower 48, from 
coasts to mountain ranges to deserts.

While monarchs can still appear in 
any suitable backyard or meadow, the 
likelihood of spotting one is not what it 
used to be. Populations fluctuate from 
year to year, but overall numbers have 
been on a steady downward trend over 

A MONARCH butterfly on swamp milkweed. 
The insect’s population has undergone a 
steady decline over the last two decades.



the last couple of decades. The decline 
has been particularly pronounced 
among monarchs that overwinter on 
the California coast; their numbers 
have dropped more than 99% since 
the 1980s, according to a recent study. 
Westerlund typically sees monarch 
butterflies every day during the summer 
in Yosemite’s meadows, where the 
milkweed that adults and caterpillars 
feed on abounds. This year, he was able 
to count the monarchs he saw on one 
hand. Among Yosemite naturalists, the 
dearth of the butterflies was the “talk of 
the summer,” Westerlund said. 

In 2014, the Center for Biological 
Diversity, along with the Center for 
Food Safety, the Xerces Society and 
late monarch specialist Lincoln Brower, 
filed a petition to list the monarch as a 
threatened species under the Endangered 
Species Act. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service has put off making a decision on 
the petition until late 2020. The peti-
tioners agreed to the delay so that the 
latest data could be taken into account, 
but Tara Cornelisse, a senior scientist at 
the Center for Biological Diversity, said 
the trend is clear enough. “They’re on the 
road to extinction at this time,” she said.

Orley “Chip” Taylor, whose group 
Monarch Watch has been monitoring 
monarchs and promoting the con-
servation of their habitat since 1992, 
explained that warming temperatures 
have added to the woes of the but-
terflies, which have at times migrated 
north before the emergence of the 
milkweed, the only host plants for 
monarch caterpillars. Moreover, while 
monarchs have always been 
sensitive to weather fluctuations, 
extreme events such as unseasonal 
cold snaps are becoming more frequent 
and can have devastating effects. Since 
2002, winter storms have decimated the 
population of monarchs overwintering 

“We are continuing to lose ground in terms 
of monarch habitat.”

but in recent years, park staff have 
actively managed their meadows with 
the butterflies in mind and handle 
milkweed with particular care. 

“If you are a national park, there are 
no weeds,” said Mara Meisel, a ranger at 
Shenandoah National Park in Virginia. 
For more than a decade, park staff there 
have pushed back mowing schedules 
to the fall and winter to benefit the 
meadows’ animals and plants. The 
change has also given the monarchs 
time to emerge from their chrysalises. 
The effort has paid off. One day in 2018, 
volunteers counted 212 monarchs in the 
park’s central area — the highest such 
number since 1997, Meisel said.

Sometimes, the benefit to monarchs is 
a surprise outcome of larger restoration 
efforts. When Park Service fire ecologist 
Dan Drees started conducting prescribed 
burns in the Ozarks decades ago to 
remove invasive plants and increase 
native wildflowers, monarchs weren’t 
on his radar. But after the wildflowers 
came back, he noticed a big jump in the 
numbers of monarchs. “It’s very grati-
fying,” he said.

To expand the reach of restoration 
efforts, Treviño at the Park Service has 
been working with national heritage 
areas, which are managed by other 
entities, to create pollinator habitat. 

in the mountains of central Mexico on 
four separate occasions, said Taylor, a 
professor emeritus at the University of 
Kansas. “It seems that we are moving 
into an era when these massive kills are 
going to be more common,” he said.

Habitat loss to development and agri-
culture is also contributing to declines in 
the monarch population. That problem, 
which isn’t new, has been compounded 
by the planting of genetically modified 
corn and soybean crops, which have been 
engineered to resist glyphosate herbi-
cides. These herbicides kill pretty much 
everything else, including milkweed. In 
addition, a federal mandate to boost the 
production of plant-based fuels has led 
to the destruction of millions of acres of 
grasslands. “We are continuing to lose 
ground in terms of monarch habitat,” 
Taylor said.

To mitigate habitat loss, Monarch 
Watch has distributed free milkweed 
plants to help large-scale restoration 
projects and promoted the concept of 
“Monarch Waystations,” little islands 
of milkweed and other wildflowers 
in private gardens, schools, nature 
centers and other public places, where 
migrating monarchs can find host 
plants and refuel. Protected areas such 
as national park 
sites have long 
acted as natural 
rest stops for 
monarchs, 

© SVETLANA FOOTE/ 
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The Endangered Species Act has worked extraordinarily well since it 
was passed in 1973 to protect plants and animals at risk of extinction. 
Fewer than 1% of species listed as threatened or endangered over the 
past 46 years have died out. All the others have staved off extinction, 
and many have fully recovered.

The law also has benefited national parks in numerous ways. Accord-
ing to a recent report by NPCA and Defenders of Wildlife, national park 
sites provide habitat for more than 600 threatened and endangered 
species, and the law supplies essential funding to the Park Service and 
its partners to protect and restore critical ecosystems. Also, research 
into listed species can help park managers better care for the animals’ 
and plants’ natural environments. And charismatic listed species such 
as Yellowstone National Park’s grizzlies and Glacier Bay National Park 
and Preserve’s humpback whales draw visitors to national parks and 
boost local economies.

Healthier national park ecosystems can have health benefits for hu-
mans, too. Consider the listed species of mussels that live in Big South 
Fork National River and Recreation Area in Kentucky and Tennessee. 
“Protecting these mussels, you could argue, also protects the down-
stream water quality for a massive urban area in and around Nashville,” 
said Bart Melton, NPCA’s wildlife program director.

Despite its success, the law itself has come under grave threat. Law-
makers filed dozens of bills intended to weaken the act during the last 
Congress, but the most serious attack has come from the current ad-
ministration, which in August made changes to the regulations guiding 
the implementation of the law that critics contend seriously undermine 
it. Under the new rules, for example, regulators deciding whether a 
species should be listed can consider economic factors, such as rev-
enue lost because of restrictions on oil drilling. 

Weakening this bedrock environmental law at a time when climate 
change puts even more species at risk is “really an irresponsible deci-
sion,” Melton said. NPCA and other environmental groups sued the 
administration in August, and so 
have 19 state attorneys general 
so far. “There is a really strong 
coalition,” Melton said. “We’re 
hopeful that we will be success-
ful in court challenging these 
unlawful new regulations.”

To see NPCA’s full ESA report go 
to npca.org/win-win.

DOUBLE WHAMMY

So far, the staff at more than a dozen 
heritage areas have shown their commit-
ment by signing a “pollinator pledge,” 
and an additional 30 have expressed 
interest, Treviño said. “They definitely 
cover that gap where we’re kind of slim 
in terms of parks,” he said.

Whenever possible, park staff also 
enlist volunteers to help with habitat 
restoration. At Friendship Hill National 
Historic Site in Pennsylvania, a conver-
sation between ranger Renee Benson 
and a visitor sparked the creation of the 
“Monarch Mafia,” a group of friends 
who have planted a pollinator garden 
and survey monarchs and caterpillars 
at the park every week. On his ranger 
walks through Yosemite’s meadows, 
Westerlund always mentions opportuni-
ties for visitors to help plant milkweed 
in the park. Some people who see the 
biodiversity supported by Yosemite’s 
meadows seek to re-create that envi-
ronment at home, said Mía Monroe, 
a ranger at Golden Gate National 
Recreation Area in San Francisco who 
keeps tabs on monarch-related work in 
Western parks. 

As monarch numbers continue to 
fall and the Fish and Wildlife Service 
determines whether monarchs are 
entitled to protection under the 
Endangered Species Act, data collec-
tion is more important than ever. Park 
staff across the country are orga-
nizing tagging events and butterfly 
counts — sometimes more than once a 
year. Volunteers also are tracking the 
migrating monarchs’ arrival and the 
impact of storms on the butterflies, 
sharing their notes with scientists.

Monroe grew up in the San 
Francisco area a few decades ago, before 
California’s monarch population shrunk 
from millions to thousands. She would 
look for caterpillars in the milkweed 
by the train tracks near her house and 
raise monarch butterflies at home. The 
monarch’s decline pains her, but the 

unlikely recovery of other species from the 
peregrine falcon to the California condor 
gives her hope, and she is also heartened 
to see that people in the monarch’s corner 
are not waiting around to help.

“I am so reassured by this huge 

groundswell of interest that translates 
into action,” she said. “This is something 
we can all do something about.” NP

NICOLAS BRULLIARD is senior editor of Na-

tional Parks magazine.
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Findings BY NICK LUND

But the creek was not cooperating. Recent rains and the spring melt had 
turned the narrow stream into a torrent, an unending avalanche of water 
crashing through the boulder-strewn channel. “Just getting to the water 
meant fighting through the willows, and with the water up so high, just one 
slip meant that you could get swept out and die,” Bate recalled. This harle-
quin duck would keep her secrets for a while longer.

Why is the Western population of 
Harlequin ducks declining?

GLACIER NATIONAL PARK WILDLIFE BIOLOGIST Lisa Bate 
stood at the edge of Upper McDonald Creek last spring, 
frustrated. Just upstream, preening on a rock, was a 

female harlequin duck with a geolocator on her leg. If Bate 
could recapture that bird and retrieve the geolocator she 
and her team had placed the previous year, they could learn 
some crucial information about the migration routes of Gla-
cier’s harlequin ducks.

Harlequin Hardships 

HARLEQUIN ducks face threats on both 
their winter and summer grounds.
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Many bird lovers consider 
the male harlequin duck 

one of the most beautiful birds in North 
America. The duck is boldly patterned 
like the jesters it’s named after: It is navy 
blue with chestnut flanks and thick white 
streaks. Harlequins are found everywhere 
from Russia to Iceland and on both North 
American coasts. They migrate but don’t 
follow the north-south migration patterns 
of many bird species. Instead, they breed 
inland near mountain streams during the 
summer and spend winter months on 
coastal seas, often hundreds of miles away. 

Each habitat presents its own set 
of dangers for the Western population 
of harlequin ducks. During the winter 
months on the ice-free Pacific coast, har-
lequins may be shot by trophy hunters or 
caught accidentally in fishing nets. High in 
the Rockies, logging activity is degrading 
the clear mountain streams favored by 
breeding harlequins. In addition, climate 
change has roiled those waterways, which 
are increasingly volatile.

These perils are taking a toll on the 
bird’s Western population, which has 
suffered an annual decline of 1% to 2% 
since the 1990s. That’s why scientists 
are working to better understand known 
threats and identify additional ones.

Glacier is one of the best places 
in the country to see harlequin ducks 
— more than a quarter of Montana’s 
breeding harlequin population nests 
along the park’s Upper McDonald Creek 
— but getting a good look is never easy. 
Unlike most ducks, which breed on or 
near calm lakes and ponds, harlequins 
spend the summer breeding months 
diving into the rapids of mountain rivers 
to scour the bottom for insect larvae. 
They are incredible swimmers and 
manage to move upstream beneath the 
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“Harlequins are a boom or bust bird, and 
right now it’s mostly bust.” 
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rapids “like an underwater sailboat,” 
said Sean Boyd, a research scientist who 
studies sea ducks for Environment and 
Climate Change Canada, a department 
of the Canadian government.

Nimble in the water but clumsy and 
vulnerable on land, harlequins choose 
to make their nests close to the water’s 
edge, often within 3 feet. The proximity 
means that the nests can be washed 
out if the stream swells, a phenomenon 
that is becoming more common as the 
climate changes, according to a recent 
study that looked at the effect of stream 
flow on harlequin breeding success 
in Glacier. Weather patterns affect 
nesting harlequins in other ways. This 
year, summer rains arrived later than 
usual — right after the chicks hatched. 
Bate believes that many hatchlings died 
because they were not old enough to 
keep themselves warm while soaked, 
which contributed to a lackluster 
breeding season. “Harlequins are a 
boom or bust bird,” she said, “and right 
now it’s mostly bust.”

John James Audubon himself 
called harlequins “remarkably shy 
and vigilant” and noted that the bird 
“plunges into the water the moment its 
keen eye catches a glance of you.” Their 
wariness can be a curse in Glacier, 
which has seen a surge in visitors 
during the nesting season recently, 
Bate said. With more contact between 
humans and harlequins, female ducks 
are struggling to keep their chicks 
nearby, making them more vulner-
able to predators. Bate and her team 
educate the public and monitor how 
traffic, roadwork and other human 
disturbances in Glacier interfere with 
the nesting season, enforcing seasonal 
closures or restricting access to certain 
areas when necessary.

Despite the increase in visitation, 
Glacier is one of the few places in the 
West that has maintained a steady 
population of harlequin ducks. Outside 

of protected areas, mining, logging and 
hydroelectric dams have disrupted water 
flow and increased the amount of silt in 
streams, making them inhospitable to 
harlequins. Researchers blame extrac-
tive industries for harlequins’ extirpation 
from former breeding grounds in Idaho 
and Colorado. 

Boyd, the Canadian scientist, studies 
harlequins wintering in the Salish 
Sea — the body of water that separates 
Vancouver Island in Canada from the 
mainland and includes Puget Sound 
in Washington state — and has identi-
fied a number of threats affecting the 
population, including trophy hunting, 
an increase in recreational boaters and 
paddleboarders, and growing numbers 
of bald eagles. When the ducks arrive on 
their wintering grounds, they undergo a 
complete feather molt, rendering them 
flightless for weeks and making it easier 
for eagles to prey on them.

Hope for harlequins may lie in 
their ability to adjust. Boyd has found 
that some male harlequins are adding 
an extra stop before they arrive at the 
Salish Sea or are flying farther north 

to molt, although it’s unclear whether 
their migration pattern is changing on 
account of the eagles. In Glacier, Bate 
and her team are seeing some harle-
quins nesting farther away from the 
water’s edge and having more success 
raising their young as a result. This past 
summer, at least 25% of the females 
selected nest sites above the high-water 
mark. One female was found this spring 
nesting nearly 400 feet up a cliff face. Of 
the five eggs in that bird’s clutch, three 
nestlings survived — a much higher 
ratio than the typical 7% survival rate 
for chicks in the park. 

Bate has noticed another positive 
change: More park visitors are taking 
a direct interest in the harlequins and 
their survival. “It’s amazing how many 
people come to Glacier now to seek 
out harlequins,” she said. “The word 
is getting out about these tough little 
birds up in the mountain streams, and 
people are getting passionate about 
protecting them.” NP

NICK LUND writes about nature, birds and bird-

ing. He can be found online at TheBirdist.com.

MALE harlequins in the 
middle of the Yellowstone 
River in Yellowstone  
National Park.
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“ONLY BY GOING ALONE IN SILENCE … can one truly 
get into the heart of the wilderness,” naturalist John Muir wrote 
in 1888. One of the country’s earliest conservation advocates, 
Muir understood the power of quiet to connect people to nature 
and calm the anxious mind. But could he have foreseen how rare 
such silence would be 130 years later? 

For humans, finding natural quiet — periods of natural 
sounds without the intrusion of human-made noise — has 

become increasingly difficult. Today, around 80% of 
land area in the contiguous U.S. is less than a mile from 
a road. Tens of thousands of flights hum across the skies 
each day. In oceans, ships drone, and military sonar 
pulses. Our phones won’t stop pinging.

Research has shown that the modern whir not only 
affects the behavior of wild animals, it’s also making 
us sick. High noise levels have been linked to heart dis-
ease, stroke, sleep disturbance and reduced workplace 
productivity. A 2011 World Health Organization report 
suggested that traffic noise significantly cut healthy life 
expectancy among Western Europeans. 

In recent decades, concerns over the loss of quiet 
have spurred a growing coalition of ecologists, techni-
cians, researchers and advocates to push for change. 
Among them is Gordon Hempton, an activist and natu-
ral sound expert, who has been sounding alarms about 
the toll of noise for more than a dozen years. In 2005, 
to help raise awareness, he created “One Square Inch of 
Silence,” an independent project in Olympic National 
Park that designated a mossy grove in the Hoh Rain 
Forest as the least noise-polluted spot in the lower 48 
states. There, Hempton’s sound meters hit 26 decibels 
(quieter than rustling leaves), one of the lowest readings 
he’d seen in decades of recording soundscapes around 
the world in places from Hawaii to Sri Lanka. 

With the launch of Quiet Parks International in 2019, 
Hempton’s advocacy efforts have expanded well beyond 
One Square Inch of Silence, which he’d come to view 
as too regional. “Our goal is to make quiet a choice for 
most of the world’s population,” he said. In April, the 
new organization named its first official Wilderness 
Quiet Park: Zabalo River in the Ecuadorian Amazon. 
The indigenous Cofán people, who own the land, wel-
comed the certification. 

The QPI team — a volunteer force of experts in vari-
ous sound-related fields — has flagged 262 parks across the globe 
that could qualify for quiet status. It hopes to send audio crews to 
each park to do a series of standardized tests and officially certify 
sites that meet minimum desired levels of natural quiet. (The QPI 
benchmark is a 15-minute, noise-free interval of pristine natural 
sound on three consecutive mornings.)

The quiet places identified by QPI include more than 30 sites 
within the U.S. National Park System. In the fall, the group sent 

TENS OF THOUSANDS OF FLIGHTS HUM ACROSS THE SKIES EACH DAY. IN OCEANS, 

SHIPS DRONE, AND MILITARY SONAR PULSES. OUR PHONES WON’T STOP PINGING.
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Matt Mikkelsen, an audio engineer, to Great Sand Dunes 
National Park & Preserve in Colorado for four days to begin 
testing. Promising early results suggest the park could 
become the country’s first official quiet park — Mikkelsen 
recorded noise-free intervals in the park of nearly one hour, 
a remarkable span of quiet — though QPI hit a bump a few 
weeks later, when park staff abruptly switched course and 
backed out of the project. “Great Sand Dunes is not pursu-
ing the ‘quiet’ designation at this time in order to focus our 
efforts on other park priorities,” spokesperson Katherine Faz 
said in an email. The QPI team was disappointed but plans 
to move ahead anyway with further testing that could lead 
to certification, Mikkelsen said.

The Park Service’s reasoning behind the Great Sand 
Dunes decision remains hazy, but the agency — whose 
Natural Sounds and Night Skies Division has been moni-
toring soundscapes in parks for nearly two decades — has 
long considered quiet a resource worth protecting. Con-
gress has explicitly declared the importance of managing 
noise in parks in multiple pieces of legislation, and many 
park planning projects incorporate evaluation of noise and 
soundscape conservation. In addition, data collected by the 
natural sounds division since the early 2000s — including 
1.5 million hours of field recordings in nearly 500 locations 
in park sites — have helped bring the problem of noise into 
sharper focus.

A joint study by the Park Service and Colorado State Univer-
sity, published in “Science” in 2017, found that manmade noise 
doubled background sound levels in a majority of U.S. protected 
lands and caused a tenfold increase in 21% of those lands. Also, 
in 12% of wilderness areas — which make up 53% of the park 
system and are the most protected public lands in America — 
noise pollution doubled natural ambient sound levels.  

“That was especially surprising,” said Rachel Buxton, an 
ecologist formerly at Colorado State who led the research. “Wild 
areas have no development — by legislation, they can’t. That’s 
telling you there are impacts from noise coming from outside 
those areas.” Along with road and air traffic, she said, oil and gas 
extraction are pumping noise into wilderness areas.

Jesse Barber, a Boise State University researcher whose lab 
studies how humans affect ecosystems, said that noise could be 
contributing to the world’s tumbling biodiversity, though fur-
ther study is needed. “It’s likely that noise is another stressor on 
wildlife, on top of everything else, that is changing distributions 

of populations,” he said. His team’s research suggests that high-
way and gas field noise can drive songbirds away from crucial 
habitats, and that noise could interfere with the hunting success 
of bats and owls.

Even simple changes can alter people’s thinking about sound, 
Barber said. He pointed to a 2015 study at Muir Woods National 
Monument, where his team posted library-style “quiet” plac-
ards in the redwood forest. The signs succeeded in reducing 
noise, leading to higher visitor enjoyment linked, in part, to the 
increased presence of birds and birdsong. 

“The heart of it is that noise is a problem we know we can 
solve,” Barber said. 

Buxton’s team, which concluded in a recent follow-up study 
that U.S. national park lands are much quieter overall than other 
types of protected areas, suggested that shuttle systems, speed 
limits and spatial planning — including “quiet zones” like the 
one in Barber’s experiment — could help parks directly manage 
noise. Technology may offer additional solutions. Kurt Fristrup, a 
senior Park Service acoustician who contributed to the research, 
cited the climbing sales of electric vehicles, which are nearly 

PROMISING early testing results suggest Great Sand Dunes National 
Park & Preserve in Colorado could become the country’s first official 
quiet park, though park officials there backed out of the certification 
process in the fall (left). Above: Activist Gordon Hempton (pictured 
in Olympic National Park) has been sounding alarms about the toll of 
noise for more than a dozen years. 
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silent at low speeds. Buxton said that noise-absorbing pavement 
is being tested on roads in some protected areas, including Death 
Valley National Park.  

But noise emanating from outside of parks, from sources such 
as jets and industrial equipment, is harder to curb. And Fristrup 
worries that humans are being conditioned to expect a constant 
flow of sounds. “We’ve developed a culture of supplying our own 
soundscape,” he said, noting the prevalence of earbuds on hiking 
trails. “It’s important to put away those things we use in urban 
environments and learn to listen attentively again.” 

At the four national park sites below, all noted by QPI and 
others for the depths of quiet there, visitors can experience a 
wide array of natural sounds, from the wailing of coyotes to the 
surge of surf. Even at these refuges, however, quiet can be elusive, 
and preserving the soundscapes within them is far from simple.

 

OLYMPIC NATIONAL PARK, WASHINGTON

Brandon Kuehn first experienced deep quiet on a big rock in 

the middle of a stream. He’d come 
to Olympic National Park to get 
away, after six years of active duty 
in the U.S. Army. “For the first 
time in a long time, there was just 
no noise,” he said. “I ate my lunch, 
lay back, and next thing I know an 
hour and a half had gone by.” 

That same day, as he hiked 
back to his car, his calm was 
shattered when a Navy jet blasted 
overhead. “It was so disturbing 
and annoying, the fact that it was 
in a park, where you’re not expect-
ing anything like that,” he said.

Since the 1940s, the naval air 
station on Whidbey Island, just 
northeast of the Olympic Penin-
sula, has run training exercises, 
but activity has ramped up in 
recent years. In the mid-2000s, 
Hempton hoped Olympic would 
become the first U.S. quiet park. 
But since then, commercial and 

military overflights have surged, making the designation less 
certain. And with the Navy’s switch to new “Growler” fighter 
jets, which produce a low-frequency rumble, the noise has only 
intensified. 

“It’s like a baritone,” said Shele Kinkead, an activist who 
tracks the flyovers for local anti-noise groups. “It travels and 
bounces. Over my house, we hear it rumbling up and down the 
riverbed.” In her community of Forks, she has taken readings of 
jet noise as high as 93.7 decibels — like standing next to a run-
ning lawnmower.

Federal plans to expand the region’s Growler numbers from 
82 to as many as 118 have caused an outcry. Though the Navy 
took public comments and released an environmental impact 
statement, critics say that report, which claims there are no 
significant harmful effects from the noise, omits obvious facts. 
“They use a lot of averages, saying there’s only a small percent-
age of the day when anyone will hear them,” said Rob Smith, 
NPCA’s Northwest regional director. “But that ignores people’s 
real experience. People are coming to find nature, and it sounds 
like an airport.” In 2019, NPCA filed a lawsuit under the Free-

“PEOPLE ARE COMING TO FIND NATURE, AND IT SOUNDS LIKE AN AIRPORT.”
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dom of Information Act to compel the Navy 
to release documents relating to its training 
flights near and above Olympic.   

Overall, parts of the park are still “excep-
tionally quiet,” Mikkelsen said. Hempton 
has made noise-free sound recordings in 
spots beyond the Hoh Rain Forest, including 
inside giant, hollowed-out Sitka spruce logs 
on the park’s beaches. But though visitors 
might enjoy lengthy spans without disrup-
tion, many say a single high-level noise event 
can be rattling. 

“It takes a little while to leave the city 
behind,” Smith said. “When that’s inter-
rupted, it’s like going back to reset again.” 

Larry Morrell, executive director of Sound 
Defense Alliance, a citizens group, said many 
of those affected by the noise respect the 
Navy’s interests but are looking for compro-
mise. Training could be moved farther from 
protected lands to an air base in Idaho, for 
instance. “We’re trying to get folks back in 
Washington, D.C., to look at the issue a little 
differently and give us all some relief,” Mor-
rell said.

Another 2019 lawsuit may force the issue: 
The state’s attorney general is alleging that 
the Navy violated the National Environmen-
tal Policy Act by failing to gather adequate 
data on public health and wildlife impacts 
from noise. 

Mike Welding, a Navy public affairs officer, said the cost and 
logistics of training elsewhere are prohibitive, and that no other 
locations in the Pacific Northwest offer comparable geography 
or airspace. The Navy is currently reviewing public comments 
on a draft supplemental environmental impact statement that 
will be released in summer of 2020, he added.

Locals are divided over the jets: Some cite the importance of 
the military, or say local economies benefit from Navy jobs. But 
Kuehn, who still hikes often in Olympic and also runs outdoor 
programs for fellow veterans, said the public dialogue has soft-
ened. “People are realizing that being against training in these 
areas isn’t anti-American,” he said. “We’re trying to preserve 
what we fought for.”

RAINBOW BRIDGE NATIONAL MONUMENT, UTAH

The pink sandstone arch at Rainbow Bridge National Monument, 
which spans 275 feet, is among the largest known natural bridges 
in the world. And like all rock formations, it turns out, the bridge 
has a voice.

Jeff Moore, a geophysicist, and his team from the Univer-
sity of Utah have used seismometers to “listen” to rock features 
in several parks, including Bryce Canyon and Arches National 
Parks, and found that each feature has a distinct set of low-
frequency tones. “They’re constantly humming and rumbling,” 
Moore explained, comparing the landforms to guitar strings. The 

IN 2005, Gordon Hempton designated a mossy 
grove in Olympic National Park’s Hoh Rain 
Forest as the least noise-polluted spot in the 
lower 48, but a surge in commercial and military 
overflights has disturbed the peace in the park 
(left). Right: After a Native American group ap-
proached Rainbow Bridge National Monument 
officials with concerns about damage from noise 
emitted by helicopter tours, the park hired a 
scientist to do a vibration risk assessment. 
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MORE THAN 100,000 AIR TOURS 

BUZZED OVER THE GRAND 

CANYON IN 2017. 

vibrations are caused by the subtle quivering, bending 
and twisting of the arch; with high-tech assistance, 
humans can hear and experience the sounds those 
movements produce. 

In 2015, Moore and his team used the same seis
mic methods at Rainbow Bridge to study the effects 
of vibrations from sources such as wind and aircraft. 
Moore described a multitude of minor stressors, from 
truck traffic to distant gas drilling to wave activity on 
nearby Lake Powell, that could potentially act on the 
giant arch. "What's the effect of one hundred of those 
events? One thousand?" he wondered. 

Moore was asked to do the vibration risk assess
ment after the Native American Consultation 
Committee, a group that's been advising Rainbow 
Bridge managers since the early 1990s, raised con
cerns about damage from noise emitted by helicopter 

QUIET PARKS INTERNATIONAL has flagged 262 parks across the globe that could potentially 
qualify for certification as official quiet parks, including the U.S. national park sites on this map. 

tours. Since long before it was claimed by white explorers in 
1909, the bridge has been a sacred site for the Paiute, Navajo, 
Hopi, Ute, Zuni and other tribes, who frequently hold ceremonies 
and events there. 

Moore's data showed that Rainbow bridge, due to its massive 
size, has a natural frequency of around 1 hertz, which is well 
below frequencies that would resonate — or vibrate in tandem 
— with a helicopter. But the flights might affect smaller slabs or 
columns, which have higher frequencies, Moore said, and the 
bridge's integrity could potentially be harmed over time. He sug
gested that the Park Service pursue the creation of a no-fly zone 
around the arch; local air tour operators agreed to the restric
tion in 2018. 

Such voluntary agreements are rare; commercial air tours 
are a sticky issue in parks, since the Park Service doesn't con
trol the skies over park lands. Although the National Parks Air 
Tour Management Act of 2000 requires park officials to draw up 
joint plans with the Federal Aviation Administration, only four 
park sites have managed to settle details with the agency. More 
than 100,000 air tours buzzed over the Grand Canyon in 2017, 
according to a Park Service report the following year. Rainbow 
Bridge recorded around 1,500 tours in 2018. 

Fristrup, of the natural sounds division, suggested electric 
aircraft, which are up to a thousand times quieter than conven-

PETE MCBRIDE'S time-lapse composite photograph shows what a day 
of traffic looks like inside the Grand Canyon. He captured 160 individu
al flights during an eight-hour period. 

tional planes, could help solve the problem. "Electric propulsion 
could make our cities, not just our parks, much quieter," he said. 
"And parks could be a principal driver for those benefits." 

Milium 

HALEAK ALA NATIONAL PARK, HAWAII 

Rising 10,000 feet above sea level, the Haleakala volcano has 
special significance in Hawaiian culture as "wao akua," a realm 
of the gods. "All tall mountains are sacred," said Hokulani Holt, 
a hula master and director of Ka Hikina O Ka La (a culture and 
science program) at University of Hawai'i Maui College. Accord
ingly, Native Hawaiian practices dictate that humans shouldn't 
linger at the volcano's summit or be loud or disruptive. Quietly 
experiencing the "majesty of the place" shows respect, Holt said. 

Unfortunately, honoring those practices is complicated at a 
busy national park. Every year, many thousands of visitors drive 
up the steep, winding Crater Road to watch the sunrise from the 
volcano rim. Such crowds, of course, can be noisy. "Modern man 
sometimes has a real difficulty with silence," Holt said. 

In a park survey, visitors cited the desire to avoid loud park-
goers and aircraft as their two main reasons for embarking on 
an overnight backcountry trip, and they often find what they 
are looking for in the park's remote areas. Relatively few people 
venture far down into the 3,000-foot depression (though often 
called a crater, it was funned by erosion, not an eruption), which 
is rumored to be one of the quietest places on Earth. 

Linette King, the park's environmental protection special
ist, explained that the crater's shape insulates hikers from wind 
and disturbances. "It's a natural barrier to protect the sounds 
people experience," she said. Elevation plays a role, too, and some 
believe the ashy, lunar-like volcanic soil dampens sound. A 2012 
acoustical monitoring report by the Park Service noted ambient 
sound levels on Sliding Sands Trail as low as 10 decibels, quiet 
enough to hear breathing from 3 meters away. 

King has camped overnight in the crater several times. "You 
can see the Milky Way," she said. "You hear nothing or a slight 
wind sound, and birds that are active at night. It's a unique and 
calming experience." 

Nearly 75% of the roughly 33,000-acre park, including the 
volcano and parts of the coastal Kipahulu rainforest area, is 
designated wilderness. Construction and use of mechanical 
equipment are strictly limited in those places, which means less 
noise and fewer noise management challenges. "At the Summit 
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District, we have one road in, one road out,” said Jin Prugsawan, 
the chief of interpretation.

Mikkelsen will record the silence firsthand when he visits 
the park for initial QPI testing at the end of the year. As always, 
air traffic may interfere; helicopters and tour planes are not per-
mitted to go over the crater, but they often fly close to the rim. A 
report by the Park Service using data from 2013 noted aircraft 
noise in the park 25% of the time during three hours of testing 
spread out over eight days. 

Holt said that the relationship between the Park Service 
and Native Hawaiians is sometimes tense, but she is grateful 
for the park’s efforts to monitor commercial air tours, which 
have resulted in longer stretches of silence despite the absence 
of an official agreement.“You are now able to enjoy and be 
moved by Haleakalā,” she said, “when it’s not being affronted 
by that sound.” 

KATAHDIN WOODS AND WATERS NATIONAL  
MONUMENT, MAINE

As my research into quiet deepened, so did my listening: I was 
struck by noise I wasn’t used to noticing — car horns from blocks 
away or the hum of the fridge — and soon I was seeking natu-
ral quiet myself. On the QPI map, I chose a site relatively close 
to my home in Boston: Katahdin Woods and Waters National 
Monument, an 87,500-acre park in northern Maine that was 
designated in 2016.

I knew I’d be following in the wake of Henry David Thoreau, 
whose route along the East Branch of the Penobscot River is 
largely preserved within the monument. When the author pad-
dled through Maine in 1846, sounds marked his entry into the 
wild. “The roar of the rapids,” he wrote, “the note of a whistler 
duck on the river, of the jay and chickadee around us, and of 
the pigeon woodpecker in the openings, were the sounds that 
we heard. This was what you might call a bran-new country. …”

Northern Maine’s population has grown relatively slowly 
since the late 1800s. With limited residential development 
and few roads, over 3 million acres of the state’s forestland — 
the biggest such swath in the region — have remained largely 
unfragmented, even though logging is commonplace. The forest 
is a breeding ground for songbirds and home to a large popula-
tion of Canada lynx. It also provides people chances to escape 
into untrammeled nature.

When I arrived at the monument with my wife in August, 
the quiet was a welcome shock for both of us. Driving on rut-
ted logging roads, our crunching wheels spooked owls, spruce 
grouse and rabbits from the road edge. For 10 miles, we didn’t 
pass another car.

Near one of Thoreau’s campsites at the northern tip of the 
monument, where the Old River ran dark and translucent like 
tea, I opened the decibel meter app on my phone. Around 33 
decibels — fairly quiet, but not much more than our apartment on 
a tranquil day. Within 10 minutes, I heard a commercial airliner.

Farther down a wooded trail, though, my wife grabbed my 
arm. The cicadas had stopped humming, and even the murmur 
of water suddenly died down. On my phone, the readings flick-
ered around 28 decibels. We looked at each other wide-eyed. Our 
own square inch of silence. Later, readings I took by Sandbank 
Stream campground, at the edge of a marsh, were almost as low. 

On our way back from Barnard Mountain, a woman showed 
us photos she had just taken of a moose. We crossed our fingers, 
and half a mile down the trail, there he was — chocolate brown 
and huge, with velvet antlers. As we watched him, I had to won-
der: If the area were noisier — with more cars or more chatting 
hikers — would the bull have lingered on the exposed trail in 
mid-afternoon? He nosed toward us, seemingly curious. Then 
he turned his bulk toward the trees and, improbably, vanished 
without a sound.

DORIAN FOX is a writer, freelance editor and writing teacher based 

in Boston.  

AN 87,500-ACRE park in 
northern Maine, Katah-
din Woods and Waters 
National Monument 
offers silence-seeking 
travelers a chance to es-
cape into untrammeled 
nature. 
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MORNING IN THE SPA. 

AFTERNOON IN THE EVERGLADES. 
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Hundreds of people were once enslaved at the opulent 

Hampton estate, but for decades after the site became part 

of the National Park System, their stories remained hidden. 

That is changing. 

By Julie Scharper 

Photographs by Chiaki Kawajiri 

RECKONING' 

A. ANOKWALE ANANSESEMFO, a ranger who has 
worked at the park since 2009, dressed in antebellum 

'•period attire. She leads monthly tours that focus on 
slavery. 



irst came "the Colonel" — also known 
as Charles Ridgely — who in 1745 
purchased a tract of land just north 
of Baltimore, where he and his two 
sons founded an ironworks. After his 
death, his son, Charles Ridgely ("the 
Captain"), used the profits from the 
family's businesses to build a grand 

mansion, which now is the core of Hampton National His
toric Site. The Captain's nephew, Charles Carnan Ridgely 
— later the 15th governor of Maryland — inherited the opu
lent family estate. "The Governor" expanded the family's 
holdings to 25,000 acres, which eventually encompassed 
an iron furnace and forges, marble quarries, farms, and 
orchards. 

For decades, visitors to Hampton would hear stories 
of these and other members of the Ridgely family. They 
would learn how the family amassed a fortune forging iron 
and selling it to the Continental Army. They would marvel 
over the mansion, admiring its Georgian architecture and 
elaborately decorated rooms. They would troop outside to 
see the formal gardens, the icehouse that enabled the pro
duction of ice cream in summer, and the orangery that 
sheltered citrus trees from Mid-Atlantic winters. 

Toward the end of the tour, guides might mention 
Nancy Davis, explaining that she was enslaved at Hampton 
and chose to remain there after being granted her freedom 
as a young woman. The guide would pass around a copy 
of a circa 1863 photo of Davis, clad in black and staring 
at the camera, a white child leaning into her side. Davis 
worked as a nursemaid, raising generations of Ridgely chil
dren while never having any of her own. When she died in 
1908, she was buried in the Ridgely family cemetery, the 
only African American person known to rest there. The 
subtext of the oft-repeated story was clear: Though the 
Ridgelys did enslave a few people, they treated them as 
beloved members of the family. 

But that simply wasn't true. In reality, the Ridgelys held 
hundreds of people in bondage, and almost every aspect of 
their wealth was created through forced labor. Moreover, 
as newspapers from the 1800s show, many of the enslaved 
people at Hampton fled to escape cruelty and find free
dom. One escapee became the subject of a short article 
in an 1829 abolitionist paper from Boston. His back was 
marked with 37 gashes, some 31/2 inches long and a half-
inch wide, the paper reported. A member of the Ridgely 
family who came to claim him said "he got no more than 
he deserved." 

The whitewashed interpretation at Hampton led histo
rian James Loewen to excoriate the site in his 1999 book, 
"Lies Across America." The place, Loewen wrote, focused 
more on silverware and draperies than the human beings 
who had been in bondage there. But Hampton has under
gone a significant transformation since Loewen penned 
those words. Today, following years of research, the stories 
of the women, men and children enslaved at Hampton are 
emerging from historical documents, providing glimpses 
of lives long forgotten. And those lives have become part of 

THE HAMPTON MANSION, now the core of Hampton National His
toric Site in Maryland, was one of the largest private homes in the 
United States when it was completed in 1790 (left top). Left inset: 
This photograph of Nancy Davis and Eliza Ridgely III was taken 
in a Baltimore studio around 1863, after Davis, who was born into 
slavery, had been freed. Above: John Ridgely, the third master of 
the estate, married Eliza Ridgely, a distant cousin; a copy of her 
portrait still hangs in the mansion. (Thomas Sully's original 1818 
painting, "Lady with a Harp," is owned by the National Gallery of 
Art in Washington.) 

the official story of Hampton, where they are now shared 
with visitors through exhibits, tours and educational pro
grams. 

Change has not come easily. The work is logistically 
complicated and slow. Among other challenges, historical 
records (often just yellowed paper with hard-to-read ink 
scrawl) are incomplete and can be filled with inaccuracies. 

The emotional barriers to studying, researching and 
presenting the realities of slavery' are also formidable. The 
subject is painful for many people, and those speaking 
candidly about this country's history of racism and cru
elty may be met with resistance. Over the summer, online 
reviews of plantations in the South went viral after visi
tors griped about having to hear about slavery. "Would not 
recommend... Tour was all about how hard it was for the 
slaves," one reviewer wrote. 

"Let's begin with the fact that your discomfort dictates 
that these things are not discussed," said Cheryl Janifer 
LaRoche, an assistant research professor at University of 
Maryland whose three-year ethnographic study of those 
enslaved at Hampton was scheduled to conclude in late 
2019 (but may continue). "How do we get an honest reck
oning of what went on at Hampton? Many people don't 
even know there was slavery in Maryland." 
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"LET'S BEGIN W I T H THE FACT THAT YOUR DISCOMFORT DICTATES 

THAT THESE THINGS ARE NOT DISCUSSED. H O W DO WE GET AN 

HONEST RECKONING OF WHAT WENT ON AT H AMPTON?" 

A. Anokwale Anansesemfo, a ranger who has 
worked at the park since 2009, leads monthly 
tours that focus on slavery. "My name is Anokwale, 
which means truth," she said at the beginning of a 
recent talk. "And that's what I'm here to do, to tell 
you the truth. I'm here to talk about the people who 
were in the shadows. People who were left out of 
the story of this place." 

As Anansesemfo explained, enslaved people 
helped construct the Hampton mansion, which 
was one of the largest private homes in the United 
States when it was completed in 1790. They cooked 
the food, cared for the children and attended to the 
whims of the Ridgely family. They also provided 
the labor that sustained the family's various busi
ness enterprises, enduring the fierce heat of the 
forge, plowing the fields and driving the cattle. 

Once slavery ended, the Ridgely family's for
tune slowly dwindled. Faced with the steep cost of 
maintaining the property, John Ridgely Jr. sold the 
estate to a private foundation in 1947 and moved 
to a smaller farmhouse on the property. The man
sion and grounds were given to the National Park 
Service, designated as a national historic site the 
following year and opened to the public in 1950. The day-
to-day operations were managed by a local preservation 
group until 1979 when the Park Service took over. 

Today, the site comprises 62 acres. The upscale sub
urban neighborhood that rings it — which used to have 
racially restrictive covenants — was built on what was once 
Ridgely family property. The all-girls Catholic school I 
graduated from in the late 1990s is located there. 

I recall visiting the mansion with my creative writing 
class around 1996. We studied the portrait of long-necked 
Eliza Ridgely — the wife of the estate's third owner — at 
the harp and peered at yellowed dolls in a child's bedroom. 
Our teacher asked us to imagine we were members of the 
Ridgely family. I don't remember anyone mentioning slav
ery. We were there to steep ourselves in the romance of a 
bygone age. 

But then in 2007, as part of a renovation of the prop
erty, staff opened to the public several stone buildings that 
once had been the homes of enslaved people, eventually 
adding exhibits about the former inhabitants. The build-

VTSITORS INSPECT a replica of a bullwhip (above). Right: 
The drawing room in the mansion. Inset right: A Hampton 
laborer circa 1897. Hampton staff believe this is Jim Pratt, 
who was born enslaved at Hampton, then worked as a paid 
employee on the estate after emancipation. 

ings previously had been used as storage. Hampton began 
adding programs and educational materials about slavery, 
part of a burgeoning Park Service endeavor to more fully 
chronicle the lives of minorities and women at national 
park sites. 

Turkiya Lowe, the Park Service's chief historian, 
said the "Holding the High Ground" initiative, launched 
in 2008 after a decade of planning to mark the sesqui-
centennial of the Civil War, inspired a host of efforts to 
learn about the lives of ordinary people — not just gener
als and political leaders — during the antebellum period. 
"The organization committed itself to talk about slavery 
as both an institution and a lived experience," Lowe said. 
"The 'big house' narrative was no longer enough. We had 
to talk about how the big house was created, how it was 
maintained and who supported it." 

Some park sites have made significant efforts to tell 
the stories of racial and ethnic minorities, Lowe said. 
Monocacy National Battlefield in Western Maryland, 
for example, now preserves the history of L'Hermitage, 

a plantation established in the late 18th century by the 
Vincendiere family, who eventually enslaved nearly 100 
people. At the Cane River Creole National Historical Park 
in Louisiana, the lives of individual enslaved people and 
their descendants are discussed in great detail. 

Hampton's efforts to learn about enslaved people got 
a major boost in 2016, when the Park Service awarded 
the site funding for an ethnographic study. LaRoche, an 
anthropologist and cultural landscape specialist who 
studies the Underground Railroad, responded to the Park 
Service's request for proposals to lead the study. "I applied 
because I was so disturbed and dissatisfied by the story 
that was being told at Hampton," she said. "The narra
tive at the site was really doing a disservice to the African 
American history there." 

Initially, the Park Service asked for historians to trace 
the descendants of about 300 African Americans who were 
freed after the 1829 death of Charles Carnan Ridgely, the 
former governor. His will stipulated that women between 
the ages of 25 and 45 and men between the ages of 28 and 

45 be freed. (Children under 2 accompanied their freed 
parents out of slavery. Other children and young adults 
remained enslaved until they turned 25 or 28, leading 
many to be separated from their freed parents.) 

LaRoche was concerned that the initial plan for the 
project would "glorify" the governor and would ignore the 
"deeper ramifications of the history of slavery at Hamp
ton," she said. After she was selected to lead the study, 
she broadened the scope of the project to look at all those 
enslaved at Hampton and their descendants. 

4 2 NATIONALPARKS 
WINTER 2020 4 3 

a. 
z 

u 
CC 
O 

I 

< 
z o 
5 
z 
z 
p 
a. 

< 
I 
a: 
D 
O 
(J 



" IT CAN BE VERY DIFFICULT FOR AFRICAN AMERICANS TO BE PROUD OF 

WHERE WE CAME FROM BECAUSE A LOT OF US HAVE NO IDEA. THERE ARE 

SO MANY STORIES THAT HAVE BEEN TOLD THAT ARE NOT CORRECT." 

LaRoche mapped out a research plan, working with 
Gregory Weidman, Hampton's curator, who has an ency
clopedic knowledge of the many documents and artifacts 
the Ridgelys left behind. A team of nine scholars, including 
professors and students from nearby Towson University, 
began combing through historical records such as bills of 
sale, account books, probate inventories listing deceased 
people's property, wills, diaries and memoirs. "There are 
literally millions of pieces of paper related to this family 
and the estate," Weidman said. "It is a daunting task for 
any group of researchers to be able to read, view and delve 
into that much material." 

Another particularly challenging aspect of the proj-

CHERYL JANIFER LAROCHE, an assistant research professor 
at University of Maryland, led a three-year ethnographic 
study of those who were enslaved at Hampton (left). Inset: 
Harry Sythe Cummings, whose father was enslaved at a 
Ridgely-owned plantation, was one of the first two black 
graduates of the University of Maryland's School of Law 
and the first black member of the Baltimore City Council. 
Right: John Gross photographed in front of the carriage his 
great-grandfather, who was enslaved at Hampton for nearly 
30 years, used to drive. 

ect was tracing the lives of women, since many enslaved 
women were referred to by only their first names, their 
parents' names or nicknames such as "Sam's Millie." Oth
ers had common last names that were hard to trace. The 
researchers compared records of Christmas presents the 
Ridgelys had given the enslaved children, manumission 
lists, city directories, cemetery records and census records. 
They pored over online genealogical charts from sites such 
as Ancestry.com, studied oral histories of nearby African 
American communities and reached out directly to elders 
in those places. 

One of the first families the team was able to trace was 
that of George Batty, who was emancipated after Gov. 

Ridgelys death, along with his wife and daughters. A fellow 
researcher directed LaRoche to Batty's great-great-great-
great-granddaughter, Myra "Neicy" DeShields-Moulton, a 
retired computer engineer who lives in York, Pennsylva
nia, about an hour north of Hampton. After the Civil War, 
several of Batty s descendants settled in York, where they 
found work in metal foundries, DeShields-Moulton said. 

DeShields-Moulton said she knew almost nothing 
about her family history until she began to explore gene
alogy about a decade ago. LaRoche's team enabled her to 
better understand her origins and to put them in perspec
tive, she said. 

"It can be very difficult for African Americans to be 
proud of where we came from because a lot of us have 
no idea," she said. "There are so many stories that have 
been told that are not correct." DeShields-Moulton visited 
Hampton last year for a symposium on the ethnographic 
study. It was painful to think of her ancestors suffering 
there, she said, but ultimately it was a hopeful experience 
to learn about her roots. "Look where we are now," she 
said. "We're thriving. We have doctors, lawyers, profes
sional athletes, people who have persevered despite the 
long odds against them." 

The research helped Rick Cummings, a retired city 
manager of Camden, New Jersey, solve a mystery that had 
long puzzled his family: They knew almost nothing about a 
man named Henry Cummings, a key figure near the top of 
an elaborate family tree his mother had made. After Weid
man traced the family lineage, LaRoche contacted Rick 
Cummings. She explained that Henry Cummings (also 
spelled Cummins) had been enslaved by Gov. Ridgely and 
lived at the Ridgely-owned White Marsh plantation. After 
he was freed, he worked as a chef in Baltimore and became 
known for his terrapin soup, a local delicacy of the era. 

Henry Cummings and his wife, nee Eliza Jane Davage, 
managed to send all but one of their children to college, a 
remarkable achievement, Rick Cummings said. One of the 
couple's sons, Harry Sythe Cummings, became one of the 
first two black graduates of the University of Maryland's 
School of Law in 1889. He was also the first black member 
of the Baltimore City Council. 

"I'm really indebted to the Park Service and Dr. LaRoche," 
said Rick Cummings. "I've had the realization that I hadn't 
paid much attention to the daily lives of my ancestors. 
I'm realizing now how much they accomplished during 
their lifetimes and what a substantial contribution they 
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made to 
their country and 

their community. To think they 
were able to survive all that and then pass along 

values to their children that have been handed down 
through to the current generation — education, persever-
ance, tenacity.”

The new findings continue to roll in — “it’s snowballed,” 
Weidman said — and the staff at Hampton is doing their 
best to keep up. Rangers and volunteers have been attend-
ing trainings about how to have difficult conversations 
about slavery and how to share the newly discovered 
information. 

Ranger Anansesemfo, who is also the president of the 
Griot Society of Maryland and an adjunct history profes-
sor, weaves vivid stories from Weidman and LaRoche’s 
research into her talk. She often tells the story of Lucy 
Jackson, who was pregnant with her first child when she 
arrived at Hampton in 1838. The Ridgelys had purchased 
her for $400. Jackson rose to become the mansion’s head 
housekeeper and, along the way, acquired a wardrobe of 
fine clothes her free husband bought her. In 1861, at the 
dawn of the Civil War, Jackson’s eldest son escaped from 
Hampton, and Jackson followed a couple years later. After 
the war ended, she hired a Washington lawyer to write 
to the Ridgelys to demand that the clothes she had left 
behind, her petticoats and fur muffs, be returned to her. 
(The family wrote back that her clothing had already been 
seized by the other “servants.”) 

Like previous generations of guides at Hampton, 
Anansesemfo shares Nancy Davis’ portrait. But she 
challenges visitors to think about her life through a dif-
ferent lens. Davis was 5 when her mother was granted her 
freedom, following Charles Carnan Ridgely’s edict that 
allowed men and women to be manumitted in their 20s. 

Her parents moved to a nearby farm, leaving behind Davis, 
who would be forced to remain in bondage for two more 
decades. Anansesemfo asks: Did she feel abandoned? Did 
she remain with the Ridgelys after the Civil War because 
she was attached to the family or for another reason? Was 
it because she could not conceive of another life?

Anansesemfo’s tours are solemn. Both times I par-
ticipated, the group was mostly white, although several 
people of color attended. Natalie White, a teacher from 
a nearby suburb, said she and her husband brought their 
three children on the tour to broach the subject of slavery. 
“I wanted to introduce them to what we went through,” 
said White, who is black. 

Laura Holbrook, a white writer from Washington, D.C., 
said she visited Hampton as part of a pilgrimage of sorts 
to sites where people had been enslaved. “No one talked 
about slavery when I was growing up,” she said. “It’s so 
important to hear the truth about what went on here and 
to be honest about it.”

One of the most exciting moments of the ethnographic 
study came this past summer when LaRoche and Weid-
man connected with a living relative of Nancy Davis. 
Charles Brown, 76, a retired cab driver, found LaRoche’s 
team through a friend who had heard of the study. Brown 
had grown up hearing his great-grandmother (who was 
born around 1877 and lived to 110) talk about the fam-
ily’s roots on the Hampton plantation, where she lived as 
a child. She told stories of “Aunt Nancy” — and mentioned 
that their forebear was buried among the Ridgelys. 

Brown was raised in the close-knit African American 
community of East Towson. Many enslaved people from 
Hampton moved to the town after being freed, and some 
of their descendants still live there today. “That’s where 
most people in the neighborhood were from” a century 
ago, he said. “That was common knowledge.” Brown has 
a deep understanding of ties among community members 
and walked LaRoche through the family trees of many 
descendants of those enslaved at Hampton. 

For LaRoche, Brown’s understanding of these relation-
ships is a reminder of just how recently slavery existed and 
how it still shapes communities today. The significance of 
these findings is huge, she said. “We’re seeing intercon-
nections among all of these people with ties to Hampton. 
This is living memory. We can touch this now.”  
 
JULIE SCHARPER is a writer in Baltimore.  

CHIAKI KAWAJIRI is a multimedia journalist whose work has 

been published in national and international publications.

THE PROBATE INVENTORY list of Charles Carnan Ridgely, who 
served as Maryland’s governor, showing enslaved ironworkers 
and their monetary value. 
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THIS YEAR'S BEST GIFT BOOK IS ABOUT 

AMERICA'S 
NATIONAL TREASURES 

NATIONAL PARKS CONSERVATION ASSOCIATION: 
A Century of Impact is a 192-page hardbound 

treasure celebrating NPCA's 100 years of protecting 
and serving America's national parks and 

monuments. Featuring engaging text by notable 
authors and stunning images from the nation's 
foremost photographers, A Century of Impact 

is certain to be cherished in homes and libraries 
across America for many years. 
$49.95 + shipping and handling 

Order your copy today at npca.org/book 
or call 800-296-0481. 

Distributed in the U.S. by Cardinal Publishers Group 

SHOW YOUR 
PARK PRIDE! 
NPCA's new online store is the 

best new spot to buy parks 
gear & NPCA logo items! 

Check it out at npca.org/shop 

http://npca.org/book
http://npca.org/shop


WC WENT (M 
c\ leisurely stroll 
Mronnc( JCHMH 

fcn< tetany m 
the Mountains 
MMC( the cdlin, 
clew waters. 

ICCATLI? Oi the coast of 
Maine, Acack is about an hour 
away (by car) from Banacr 
International Airf ort an<f 
close to three hours from 
fcrtlan<i 

ACADIA 
An artist's view of Maine's famous national park. 
By Jennifer Lawson 

W
henever I visit Acadia National Park on Maine's coast, I am awed 
by the natural beauty. Headlands jutting out over crashing surf, 
rocky beaches, glacier-carved granite cliffs, woodlands, lakes 
and mountains. Trying to capture the essence of the place on 

paper was a hard-to-refuse challenge for an illustrator, so in late July, I headed 
to the park with a friend to explore and sketch. 

We arrived on a warm evening and headed to Sieur de Monts Spring for a 
ranger-led program about beavers. Over the next couple of days, we watched the 
sunrise from the top of Cadillac Mountain and navigated the 27-mile Park Loop 
Road. We visited Sand Beach, Thunder Hole, Otter Cliffs and Little Hunters 
Beach, and then walked through the woods to the Jordan Pond House, where 
we devoured delicious popovers. We took a short hike to Bubble Rock and 
biked the Amphitheater Loop carriage road. One night, after eating sublime 
fresh oysters, we stared, mesmerized, at the star-filled sky. I had never seen 
the Milky Way so clearly before. 

We felt exhilarated and a little nostalgic as we packed up our bikes and bags 
the final morning. Farewell Acadia, I thought as we reluctantly steered the car 
toward Portland. I hope to see you again soon. 
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WC JOINCI? Kan̂ er fatncH 
KarH for an evening 
frc^rain, "In Search of 
Beavers." At tns\% wo 

followed KarH on a short hiHc 
through the weets to Beaver 
Pain font, where we saw 
beaver lot^cs but -
alas - MO beavers. 

ra A GLORIOUS HOUK, 
we sat on the lawn at 
JcHan font HCHSG Gating 
cleliCionsr of overs ant siffin^ 

f rosGeco. The historic 
house, which overlooks 

the f cnt, has bGGM 
scrvma f of overs SMCG 
the » 

HIKfJS 
walls alcn^ the 

trawatc Ocean fath, which 
starts at Sant Beach, f asses Otter 

Cliffs (above) ant ents at Otter feint. 

POGS ARC rTWirntl? on 
the fare's carnage rcats 

ant most of the hitana trails, 
but they must be Heft on leashes 
at all tiinGS. 

ACAPIA BOASTS were 
than 125 inilGS of hiHina. 

trails. Here: A weeten 
trail sî M on Catillac 

Mountain. 

5 0 NATIONALPARKS WINTER 2020 51 



VISITORS GA£C out rtt tUc view of lony fcncl from <\ f erch 
on c\ ymnfte cliff dlcny Beech Mountain T r4 . 

HCW15 IT STAGING 
fhere? That's wlwt 
everyone wonders 
when they see Bubble f\cc\% 
which m ancient ykaer sweft to 
South Bubble Mountain. It seeins to 
be perched preciously, but it's not 
yciny anywhere - for the tiine bemy 
It's wiW.Tlove it. 

MCNAKCHS 
tyfic^lly arrive in 
the p cwV m e^rly 
SMininer. 

WC f ASSO? this 4ic on c\ c^rr^ye 
rc<d biHe rHe. We disc crossed 
three of the PdrWs historic 
yr^nite-f Mceci brMyes, incddiny 
West Branch JcrcUn Stream Brwye. 
Built in 1131,the 115-f oot-lony brwye 
is notable for its t i l l , narrow <wch. 
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THIS VISITOR was 
photographing 
a monarch near 
Jordan Pond. Curious, 

I walked over, but 
as I approached, the 
butterfly flew away. 
Sorry!

A SEAL sunning itself on rocks just off the shore.

WE DROVE to the top of Cadillac Mountain at 6 a.m. to watch the sun rise. From mid-September to mid-
March, early birds who make it to the 1,530-foot summit in the wee hours of the morning can be the 
first in the country to see the sun slip over the horizon. It’s such a happy place.
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I WAS AMAZED when I saw the Milky Way stretched across the sky on a nighttime boat ride from 
Little Cranberry Island back to our hotel in Northeast Harbor. Like, are you kidding? The stars were 
unbelievable. 



A D V E R T I S E M E N T 

HISTORIC TRAVEL DESTINATIONS 

ST. LAWRENCE CRUISE LINES 
Canadian River Cruising Vacations 

Travel in safety and comfort aboard the nostalgic replica steamboat CANADIAN EMPRESS, 
and experience the natural beauty and history of Canada's St. Lawrence and Ottawa Rivers. 4, 
5,6,7 night cruises departing from Kingston, Ottawa, and Quebec City. Call i-8oo-267-7868 
to request our free travel brochure or visit www.stlawrencecruiselines.com 

Experience the very best of Canada's 
St. Lawrence and Ottawa Rivers: 

4 , 5 , 6 , 7 night cruises aboard the nostalgic, 
32 stateroom replica steamboat 

CANADIAN EMPRESS. 
Quebec City, Ottawa, Kingston Departures 

Call today to receive our travel brochure 

1-800-267-7868 , 
www.StLawrenceCruiseLines.com 

. Suite 200 Kingston. ON K7L 2Z4 

YELLOWSTONE VACATIONS: 
Lodging, Tours & Rentals! 

Located in the heart of West Yellowstone, MT, your 
Yellowstone adventure begins with us! 

Our lodging options are just blocks away from the 
Park's West Entrance, giving you the most convenient 
place to stay. From family-style to comforts cozy 
enough for two, our properties are perfect for any type 
of traveler. Enjoy modern amenities (including pet 
friendly options), when you stay with us! 

The only way to access the Park during the winter 
months is by way of Snowcoach, snowmobiles, cross
country skiing or snowshoeing. We can help you out. 
Your winter vacation to Yellowstone National Park 
is not complete without a winter tour. Let our knowledgeable guides take you thru the winter wonderland of Yellowstone, while you sit 
back, relax and stay warm in our comfortable Snowcoaches! If you are looking for a more thrilling experience, consider one of our guided 
snowmobile tours thru the Park! Both of these tours are offered daily and are a must-do-activity to add to your winter bucket list! 

West Yellowstone is one of the best locations in North America for snowmobiling. With over 4oo miles of trails to ride on, it is no wonder 
why snowmobile enthusiasts flock to this area every winter. Rent snowmobiles and snowmobile gear from us, and explore this beautiful area 
on your own! No guides, lots of snow, and faster speeds, make snowmobiling outside of the Park an exciting activity to get off the beaten 
path and explore new places! 

Days of adventure. Nights of relaxation. Join us this winter! Call 8oo-426-7669 or visit YellowstoneVacations.com. 
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NIGHTS OF RELAXATION. 

EVERYTHING YOU NEED TO PLAN YOUR WINTER VACATION TO YELLOWSTONE! 

ACCOMODATIONS 
Gray Wolf Inn & Suites 

Holiday Inn' West Yellowstone 

Explorer Cabins at Yellowstone 

TOURS & RENTALS 
Snowcoach Tours 

Snowmobile Tours 

Ou t of Park Snowmobile Rentals 

YELLOWSTONE 
VACATIONS 

BOOK YOUR LODGING & TOUR TODAY! 

YellawstoneVacations.com 
(800) 426-7669 | 415 Yellowstone Ave. West Yellowstone, MT 

nrvniinimjiiiN* 

http://YellawstoneVacations.com
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Backstory BY NICOLAS BRULLIARD
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Crispus Attucks is believed to be the  
first casualty of the American Revolution,  
but 250 years later, it’s still difficult to 
untangle fact from myth.

Accidental Hero

WHAT WOULD SOON BE KNOWN AS THE BOSTON  
Massacre started with a minor dispute: On the eve-
ning of March 5, 1770, a wigmaker’s young apprentice 

accused a British officer of not paying for his new hairpiece.

A British soldier heard the accusation, and soon he and the boy traded 
insults. The argument escalated until the soldier hit the boy’s head with 
the butt of his rifle. The scuffle quickly attracted a large crowd of colonists 
who surrounded the soldier, yelling and waving clubs in the air. The dispute 
came amid rising tensions over unpopular taxes the British Parliament had 
imposed on the colonists a few years earlier. To maintain order in Boston, 
Great Britain deployed troops, which locals keenly resented.

When reinforcements came to the rescue of the lone soldier, the crowd 
grew even more agitated and hurled snowballs and rocks at the British 

troops. Among the protesters was 
Crispus Attucks, a 6-foot-2-inch sailor 
of African and Native American descent 
who had escaped slavery more than two 
decades earlier. Attucks found himself 
on the front line, and when the soldiers 
opened fire, he was the first to fall, hit 
by two bullets in the chest. The Boston 
Massacre crystallized anti-British senti-
ment, and although war with Britain 
began five years later, many historians 
consider Attucks the first casualty of the 
American Revolution.

Did Attucks, a fugitive who was in 
town between sea voyages, feel so strongly 
about the British occupation that he was 
willing to risk his life for the cause? Was 
he an involuntary participant in a fight 
that wasn’t his? Or was he an irrational 
agitator, as the soldiers’ lawyer suggested 
during the trial that followed? These 
questions have never been answered 
adequately, but for 250 years, revolution-
aries, abolitionists, civil rights leaders and 
others have claimed his memory and used 
it for their own causes.

“When we lift people up as heroes or 
protagonists in our own stories, is that 
what they wanted?” asked Nathaniel 
Sheidley, the executive director of the 
Bostonian Society.

The Bostonian Society is organizing 
exhibits, a temporary art installation 
and other activities to commemorate 
the anniversary of the Boston Massacre, 
Sheidley said. Boston National Historical 
Park, which encompasses the site of 
the massacre and Faneuil Hall, is also 
planning anniversary events, including a 
reenactment of the massacre.

One reason people have been able 
to speak for Attucks and mold him into 
a myth is that so little is known about 
him. According to the prevailing narra-
tive, Attucks was born around 1723 near 
Boston, but his parents are unknown. 

LITHOGRAPH from the mid-19th century 
depicting Crispus Attucks during the Boston 
Massacre. In the original engraving printed 
by Paul Revere in 1770, Attucks’ ethnic back-
ground is conspicuously absent.



WINTER 2020 59

With little to go on besides his unusual 
name, historians have linked him to 
John Attuck, a Native American who 
was hanged in Boston in 1676 during 
a three-year conflict between colonists 
and local tribes. Possibly enslaved at 
birth, Attucks was later sold to William 
Brown, according to a notice in the 
Boston Gazette in 1750 that promised 
a 10-pound reward to whoever would 
capture a runaway named “Crispas.” 

Attucks was adept at buying and 
selling cattle, according to one of 
Brown’s descendants, but it is appar-
ently at sea where he chose to spend 
much of the next two decades. It is 
unclear what Attucks was doing in town 
on that fateful March 1770 night, but 
according to witness testimony in the 
trial of the British soldiers accused of 
murdering Attucks and four others, he 
played a major role in the lead-up to 
the Boston Massacre. Witnesses said he 
was carrying a large stick and took hold 
of a soldier’s bayonet before knocking 
him down. Soon after, Attucks was shot 
dead, and mayhem ensued.

Attucks’ body lay in Faneuil Hall 
before he and the other victims were 
buried in a cemetery that is also home 
to the graves of revolutionaries Samuel 
Adams and Paul Revere. While Attucks 
would become a hero of the American 
Revolution in the coming years, he was 
portrayed as the clear villain during the 
trial by future President John Adams, 
who acted as a defense lawyer for the 
British soldiers. Adams described 
Attucks as a “stout Molatto fellow” 
whose looks were “enough to terrify any 
person” and “whose mad behavior” was 
chiefly responsible for “the dreadful 
carnage of that night.”

“John Adams specifically cast 
Attucks as a troublemaker because of his 
race and because he was a stranger in 

Boston,” said Mitch Kachun, a professor 
of African American history at Western 
Michigan University and the author of 
“First Martyr of Liberty: Crispus Attucks 
in American Memory.”

That approach paid off. Most of 
the soldiers were acquitted. Two were 
convicted of manslaughter but were 
released after their thumbs were 
branded with a hot iron. In the ensuing 
years, revolutionaries commemorated 
the Boston Massacre and used the 
death of Attucks and the four other 
victims as a rallying cry against the 
occupying forces. Their tactics were 
effective at swaying public opinion as 
the country marched toward war, yet 
after the United States gained indepen-
dence from Britain in 1783, most lost 
interest in Attucks’ story. Not everyone 
did, though. 

“His name recedes from the white 
memory, but not from the black 
memory,” said Jocelyn Gould, a park 
ranger who tells Attucks’ story at 
Boston National Historical Park.

William Cooper Nell, an African 
American abolitionist who wrote about 
the role of African Americans in the 
American Revolution, did much to revive 
Attucks’ memory. In addition to writing 
about him, Nell — along with others — 
petitioned the Massachusetts legislature 
to fund a monument in Attucks’ honor. 
Outraged by a Supreme Court decision in 
1857 that denied citizenship to enslaved 
African American Dred Scott and by 
extension all other black Americans, 
Nell also instituted a “Crispus Attucks 
Day” celebration on March 5, 1858. He 
believed that highlighting Attucks, who 

in his mind had proven his worthiness 
as a citizen and patriot decades earlier, 
underscored the unfairness of the Dred 
Scott ruling. For African Americans, 
Attucks turned into a sort of “black 
founder,” Kachun said.

In the 1960s, Attucks’ memory 
was once again resurrected. African 
Americans lobbied school boards for 
him to be included in history lessons, 
and he started appearing in textbooks. 
Martin Luther King Jr. described him 
as one of the most important figures 
in African American history “not for 
what he did for his own race but for 
what he did for all oppressed people 
everywhere. He is a reminder that 
the African American heritage is not 
only African but American, and it is a 
heritage that begins with the beginning 
of America,” King wrote.

Attucks’ name still resonates with 
many African Americans, especially 
in Boston. As activists campaigned to 
rename Faneuil Hall recently because 
Peter Faneuil was a slave-trading 
colonist, one of the replacement names 
they floated was Crispus Attucks Hall. 
Sheidley said the Bostonian Society 
will work with local groups to increase 
public awareness of Attucks and of how 
his memory can be used to mobilize 
people around social causes.

“Attucks is held up as an example of 
engaged black citizenship and used as a 
vehicle to discuss issues of racial justice in 
Boston,” he said. “We want to use Attucks 
to open up this larger conversation.” NP

NICOLAS BRULLIARD is senior editor of  

National Parks magazine.

“His name recedes from the white memory, 
but not from the black memory.”
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That Was Then
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STAGED TOBOGGAN ACCIDENT, Mount Rainier National Park, Washington, circa 1925. 



IT'S WILD OUT THERE. 
When it gets too wild, we have 

your RV covered. Basic plans 
start at $125 a year with options 

to add total loss replacement! 

PROGRESSIVE 
1.800.PR0GRESSIVE | PR0GRESSIVE.COM 

http://PR0GRESSIVE.COM


MISSISSIPPI RIVER CRUISES 

This is an extraordinary adventure along one of America's greatest rivers. Explore 
historic treasures and cultural traditions aboard a brand new paddlewheeler or modern 

riverboat on a 5 to 22-day cruise along the grand Mississippi River. 

Small Ship Cruising Done Perfectly* 

ROLLING^N THE 

AMERICAN 
CRUISE LINES 

Call 

request a 
* FREE * 

cruise guide 
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