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PREFACE 

Anniversaries often provide opportunities—excuses, some might say-— 

for historians to search out and record the origins and evolution of long-

established institutions and programs. The 50th anniversary of the 1335 

Historic Sites Act, one of our landmark preservation laws, could hardly 

go unrecognized. How better to celebrate than by examining one of its 

enduring legacies? 

The National Survey of Historic Sites and Buildings, commonly short

ened to Historic Sites Survey, is the principal means by which the United 

States government, through the National Park Service, has identified prop

erties of national historical significance. The name currently denoting 

this survey activity, the National Historic Landmarks Program, reflects 

the designation awarded over the past quarter-century to most places 

found nationally significant. Legally authorized by the Historic Sites 

Act, the Identification and recognition of such properties has fostered 

public awareness of American history and concern for preserving its 

tangible evidences. 

The program has had other purposes and consequences, less lofty but 

no less real. It has served to qualify and disqualify sites for the 

National Park System, to appease politicians and interest groups, and 

occasionally to offend citizens unsympathetic to its actions. Although 

staffed by conscientious professionals, like any government program it 

has not been immune to extraneous Influences. Such influences are mani

fest in landmarks illustrative less of American history than of the forces 
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behind their designation. 

In marking the golden anniversary with this history, I have tried to 

avoid the celebratory treatment often accorded on such occasions. A 

eulogy might serve public relatione, but it would not serve public under

standing, lor would it serve those in a position to advance the landmarks 

program through a better appreciation of its weaknesses as well as its 

strengths. What follows, then, attempts to portray the reality of the 

program—both its shortcomings and its successes. 

As an observer of the landmarks program over 15 years, I have neces

sarily formed opinions on it. In fairness to the reader—and in hopes 

that others may share and act upon them—I shall disclose my biases here. 

I believe that national historic landmark designation should be held 

precious; that a landmark should say something important about and to 

the nation as a whole; that it should be something worth going out of 

one's way to view or visit; that It should continue to meet the criteria 

of national significance; and that if it does not—or never did—it .should 

be stripped of its designation. The true value of an honor is revealed 

not by Its most qualified recipient but by its least. If landmark status 

Is to signify all it should to the American people, its coin must not be 

debased. 

I should like to see the program's performance measured less by the 

quantity of landmarks designated than by their quality. To maintain and 

enhance the integrity of the program, its staff should get as much credit 

for the refusal or casting out of an unworthy site as for the admission 

of a worthy one. There are obstacles—legal, political, public, bureau

cratic—to such action. Given sufficient Incentive, they can be overcome. 

vi 


