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NATIONAL PARKS: WORTHLESS LANDS 
OR COMPETING LAND VALUES? 

by Richard W. Sellars 

Editors' Note 
When Richard W. Sellars submitted his critique of Alfred 

Runte's "worthless lands" thesis toJFH, we agreed to publish 
it with the understanding that Runte would be invited to 
respond in print and that both statements would be the basis 
for comment by three scholars well known for their study and 
appreciation of the national parks and their history. Hence, we 
present a kind of forum on Runte's "worthless lands " thesis; 
readers are invited to respond to any or all of the statements 
with succinct letters that may be considered for publication in 
a future issue. 

K% lfred Runte's book, National Parks: The Ameri-
/ \ can Experience (University of Nebraska Press, 

JL J L 1979), describes the evolution of the national 
park idea. It discusses the various influences on the 
early concept of public parks, the efforts to get the 
park system on a firm political footing, the change 
from preserving only monumental scenery to pre­
serving entire ecological systems, and the more 
recent struggles over development versus preserva­
tion of parks or proposed park lands. 

Of the several themes discussed, we are concerned 
here with the idea that national parks are comprised 
of "worthless lands"—that is, lands without eco­
nomic value. The author claims that scenic lands 
can be set aside as parks only if they are otherwise 
worthless, and they continue as parks chiefly 
because of their worthlessness. This idea, earlier 
presented in article form in the Journal of Forest 
History (April 1977), appears in detail in National 
Parks, particularly in chapters 3 and 4. As early as 
the preface, Runte states that "today the reserves 
are not allowed to interfere with the material 
progress of the nation" (p. xii). And throughout the 
book he reiterates the theme: 

There evolved in Congress a firm (if unwritten) policy 
that only "worthless" lands might be set aside as 
national parks (p. 48). 

But although Americans as a whole admit to the 
"beauty" of the national parks, rarely have percep­

tions based on emotion overcome the urge to acquire 
wealth (p. 49). 
No qualification outweighed the precedent of "use­
less" scenery; only where scenic nationalism did not 
conflict with materialism could the national park idea 
further expand (p. 65). 

In the quest for total preservation, no less than the 
retention of significant natural wonders, the worth­
lessness of the area in question was still the only 
guarantee of effecting a successful outcome (p. 109). 

And in the book's epilogue: 
As for the United States, . . . national parks must 
appear worthless, and remain worthless, to survive 
(p. 183). 

The many difficulties with this theory stem 
chiefly from two fundamental definitional problems: 
(1) Runte defines, or uses, the term national parks in 
the most narrow construction possible; and (2) he 
severely limits the definition of worthless lands. 
These narrow definitions exclude many park areas 
as well as a number of economic factors, which, 
when considered, directly contradict the notion of 
parks as worthless lands. 

National Parks Narrowly Defined 
The national park system is much more varied and 

extensive than Runte would have us believe. The 
author indeed limits his discussion of worthless 
lands to those units that had, or were eventually to 
have, actual national park designation. Today about 
15 percent of the total number of units in the system 
fall under such designation; about 13 percent were so 
designated when Runte's book was written. This 
narrow focus—bound by the Park Service's confus­
ing nomenclature—is presented as representative of 
the "American experience" with national parks. It 
ignores the broader composition and history of the 
system's evolution and therefore distorts the case for 
parks as worthless lands. 

In fact, the National Park Service Act of 1916 
provided that the new agency administer what had 
already become in effect a system of parks, which 
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Yosemite Valley, viewed from Inspiration Point in this 1859 lithograph, stands as one of the finest testaments to the 
national park idea. Although the value of this and other national park lands may seem altogether evident to today's 
appreciative visitors, historians still debate the motives behind the parks ' establishment. Were these scenic wonders 
set aside because they were otherwise "worthless lands," or were they established in spite of real and potential competing 

economic uses.' FHS Collection 

included 21 national monuments, the ruins at Casa 
Grande, and the Hot Springs Reservation, in addition 
to 14 national parks. Today, with a very large and 
complex system of more than 300 units, Park Service 
nomenclature consists of almost two dozen different 
designations—such as national parks, monuments, 
preserves, military parks, battlefields, historical 
parks, and historic sites, to name a few. 

The Park Service defines national parks—one 
category among many within the system—as large 
and diverse areas with enough land or water to 
protect the resources adequately. Yet the national 
park category alone encompasses a diversity of park 
types and sizes. For example, Yellowstone National 
Park is a very large natural area, Mesa Verde Na­
tional Park is a large cultural area, and Hot Springs 
National Park is a smaller, essentially urban recrea­
tional area. The confusion over park nomenclature is 
reflected in the book's only map (a U. S. Forest 
Service map following page 96), which confuses 
natural and cultural types of parks. The map identi­
fies Mesa Verde National Park and Wupatki, Canyon 
de Chelly, and Bandelier national monuments as 
primary natural units, when without exception 
these parks are primary cultural areas, set aside not 
at all because of natural features but to preserve 
very important prehistoric sites and structures. 

The point is that the arguments that justified 
preservation in virtually every one of these varied 
units in the system bear directly on the question of 

land values and alternate economic uses. Each dif­
ferent kind of park area that came into the system 
had its own accumulated political, economic, and 
environmental history, but Runte ignores this. He 
presents his theory using incomplete evidence, bas­
ing his sweeping conclusion upon the history of only 
a portion of the system—those areas having national 
park designation. In fact, a truly conclusive argu­
ment that park land is worthless land must consider 
the whole system, including its natural, cultural, 
and recreational areas. Evidence for Runte's sweep­
ing generalization—the "worthless lands" thesis— 
should not be restricted by the limitations of park 
nomenclature, which itself is often confusing and 
arbitrary. 

In this regard, the potential economic value of 
many areas within the system (not specifically those 
designated national parks) is beyond dispute. Federal 
Hall National Memorial, a structure commemorating 
numerous historic events of outstanding importance 
(including the first inauguration of George Washing­
ton), sits on a .45-acre tract at 26 Wall Street, 
diagonally across from the New York Stock Ex­
change. Castle Clinton National Monument, an early 
nineteenth-century military fort, is situated at the 
tip of lower Manhattan. These park units occupy 
some of the most expensive real estate in the world. 
Similarly, Independence National Historical Park 
comprises more than 36 acres in downtown Phila­
delphia, and the varied and numerous national park 
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