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ON THE COVER The front cover features Maynard 
Dixon's Oncoming Storm (1941, oil on canvas,36" x 
40") , courtesy Gerald Peters Gallery, Santa Fe, New 
Mexico. On the back cover is The History of Montana: 
Exploration and Settlement ( 1943-44, oil on canvas), one 
of the murals in the History of Montana series painted 
by John W. "Jack" Beauchamp, an artist and the director 
of the Helena Art Center at Carroll College in the 1940s. 
Saloon manager Kenny Egan commissioned the artist 
to paint the murals for the Mint Cigar Store and Tavern 
located in downtown Helena in 1943· Before the building 
was demolished in i960, the murals were removed and 
donated to the Montana Historical Society by the Dennis and Vivian Connors family. 
Three of the panels are currently on loan to Helena's City County Building, where they 
hang in the main meeting room. 

The History of Montana: Exploration and Settlement depicts people and places 
central to the state's story, including the Lewis and Clark Expedition and St. Mary's 
Mission and its founders, Fathers Pierre-] ean De Smet and Anthony Ravalli. The 
mission and a number of other Montana natural, historic, and recreational sites were 
proposed as inclusions to the national park system. The article starting on page 3, 
"Failed National Parks in the Last Best Place," by Larry M. Dilsaver and William 
Wyckoff, examines why the National Park Service turned down these proposals. 
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by Lary M. Dilsaver and William Wyckoff 

Although over fifty sites in Montana have been proposed as additions to the nation's national park system, 
the state has only eight national park units today. One of Montana's failed park sites is the Gates of the Mountains 

along the Missouri River. Nominated four times over the course of more than forty years, the site did not meet 
National Park Service criteria for inclusion because It was deemed not to be of national significance and because 
it was adequately protected as part of the Helena National Forest. The trio of hikers above visited the Gates of 

the Mountains a few years before it became part of a 28,562-acre federal wilderness area in 1964. 
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!}~ iAL:uJfllin.q. across Montana on 

summer vacation. First, you stop near Glendive, visit

ing the eroded cliffs of Badlands National Park. Next, 

you spend a few days hiking and camping out in Big 

Open National Park, a sprawling preserve stretching 

between the Yellowstone and Missouri rivers. After a 

shower and hot meal in Billings, you explore the steep 

escarpments just north of town at Rimrocks National 

Monument. Then it's off to the state's great mountain 

parks to backpack across the top of the Crazy Moun

tains in Absaroka National Park, do some whitewater 

rafting in Flathead National Park, and explore the 

tangled canyons and peaks of isolated Cabinet Moun

tains National Park. Finally, hungering for a bit ofBig 

Sky history, you take in the sights of Madison Buffalo 

Jump National Monument, Three Forks National 

Park, and Virginia City National Historical Park. 

Sound farfetched? An exploration of Montana's 

failed national parks reveals the federal government 

evaluated all of these sites and several dozen others 
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as potential units in the nation's national park system. 

That system began in 1872 with the establishment 

of Yellowstone National Park, and it gained even 

greater national identity in 1916 with the creation of 

the National Park Service (NPS).There is a substan

tial literature on the national parks, one that focuses 

primarily on individual parks but also provides 

comprehensive and nuanced perspectives on the 

creation, management, and significance of the entire 

system.1 Many of these stories reflect the successes 

of the Park Service and the preservation movement. 

But what about those areas proposed for inclusion 

in the national park system that never made it? Do 

these represent preservation failures? If not, then 

what can their stories tell us about the American cul

ture of preservation? The national park system today 

contains 394 parks, monuments, historical sites, 

and recreation areas. 2 Nationwide, more than 2,500 
other places have been proposed for the system but 

ultimately were rejected. Why? 

Montana offers an excellent 

case study to address this question. 

The state is renowned for two of 

its unquestioned "crown jewels," 

Yellowstone (also in Wyoming and 

Idaho) (1872) and Glacier (1910). 
Another site, Little Bighorn Battle

field National Monument (1886), 
is almost as famous due to its his

torical significance. Five additional 

national park system units in the 

state-Big Hole National Battle

field ( 1910 ); Nez Perce National 

Historical Park (also in Idaho 

and Washington) (1965); Bighorn 

Canyon National Recreation Area 

(1966); Fort Union Trading Post 

National Historic Site (also in 

North Dakota) (1966); and Grant-

Failed national park proposals reveal 
much about the evolution of the 
national park system. The Lewis and 
Clark Caverns National Monument, 
created in 1908, is the single 
example of a Montana site that 
later lost its place as a unit in the 
system. The site is now a state park. 
Here visitors admire a stalagmite in 
Lewis and Clark Caverns State Park. 
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Failed national parks not mapped: 
22. Great Plains National Park 
32. Lewis and Clark Tourway 
39. Pacific Northwest Trail 

?rlnnl.an.a'.4 J.aiJM ?1.alW.nal 01.aAR.J. 41. Prairie - Great Plains Tourway 
44. Rocky Mountain Parkway 
50. Yellowstone to Glacier Parkway 

See pages 6- 7 for the key to these sites . 

Kohrs Ranch National Historic Site (1972)-protect 

other historical and recreational resources.3 However, 

these eight units represent only a fraction of the fifty

eight areas proposed. As the Park Service approaches 

its one-hundred-year anniversary on August 25, 2016, 

Montana's failed park proposals offer an opportunity 

to reflect on the broader meaning and composition of 

the parks, both within the state and across the nation. 4 

?r/nnJ.an.a ..J .41.olUJ. of park creation 

needs to be seen in a national context because the 

reasons and criteria for adding new parks to the sys

tem have changed over the last century. Historians 

note five distinctive eras of park creation. The first 

era began in 1872 with the establishment of Yellow

stone National Park. For a number of years, Yellow

stone remained the nation's sole national park as 

varied interests, both public and private, debated the 

precise significance and purpose of this new national 

institution. Eventually, other large western national 

parks were created, including Yosemite (1890 ), 

Sequoia (1890), Mount Rainier (1899) , and Crater 

Lake (1902); most of the early proposed parks and 

monuments contained magnificent and inspiring 

scenic qualities or compelling historical meaning. In 
Montana, Congress approved Glacier National Park 

in 1910 but failed to pass bills for national parks in the 

Cabinet or Crazy mountains (both proposed in i916). 

Units added during this early period were some

times removed from the system in later years. In Mon

tana, for example, Lewis and Clark Caverns National 

Monument was established in i908, only to lose its 

federal status because the NPS later determined the 

caverns lacked the significance necessary for it to 

remain in the system.5 Lewis and Clark Caverns is 

now a component of the Montana state park system. 

The formal beginning of the National Park 

Service in i916 sparked a second era of park creation 

that brought order to the management of the exist

ing parks and monuments and also to the process of 

identifying potential newcomers to the system. NPS 

director Stephen Mather's vigorous campaign to 

popularize the national parks led various government 

officials and ordinary citizens to propose a striking 

assortment of new sites across the nation. 

During this era, the NPS developed three basic cri

teria to evaluate new areas, and these considerations 
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Key: NHS= National Historic Site NM = National Monument NP=National Park Source of Information List numbers correlate to sources. See Notes section. 

Source of 
Unit name Location Resources Proposal date(s) Proposal source(s) Why rejected Current status Information List Notes 

1. Absaroka NP 

2. Allenspur Reservoir 

3 . Anaconda-Pintlar Wilderness 

4. Badlands NP 

5 . Battle of the Rosebud and 
Kobold Buffalo Jump 

6. Beartooth NM 

7 . Beaver Creek Park 

8 . Big Open 

9 . Boothill Cemetery 

10. Cabinet NP 

11. Camas Hot Springs 

12. Conrad Mansion NHS 

13. Coppertown USA, Butte / 
Anaconda Area 

14. Crazy Mountains 

15. Custer National Trail 

16. Emigrant Buffalo Jump 

17. Flathead NP 

18. Fort Benton NHS 

19. Fort Peck National 
Recreation Area 

20. Fort Shaw NHS 

21. Gates of the Mountains NM 

22. Great Plains NP 

23. Hudson Bay Co. Trading Post 

24. Ice Age Floods National Parkway 
or National Geological Trail 

25. Ice Cave National Monument 

26. James E. Murray Memorial 
National Parkway 

27. Legion Hot Plunge NP 

28. Lemhi Pass 

29. Lewis and Clark NHS 

30. Lewis and Clark Canyon 

31. Lewis and Clark Caverns NM 

32. Lewis and Clark Tourway 

33. Madison Buffalo Jump 

34. Mission Range 

35. Missouri Breaks National River 

36. Nee-Me-Poo (Nez Perce) Trail 

37. Nelson Reservoir- Milk River 

38. Newlan Reservoir 

39. Pacific Northwest Trail 

40. Pompey 's Pillar NHS 

41. Prairie- Great Plains Tourway 

42 . Red Rock Lakes 

43. Rimrocks NM 

44. Rocky Mountain Parkway 

45 . Sacajawea NP or NM 

Just north of Yellowstone NP 

Yellowstone River in Paradise Valley 

Part of Beaverhead National Forest 

Near Glendive 

Near Kirby 

Near NE corner of Yellowstone NP 

12 miles SW of Havre 

Headwaters of the Yellowstone 
River to nearly longitude 107° west 

In Billings 

Within Cabinet and Kootenai 
nat ional forests 

In Hot Springs 

In Kal ispell 

Butte and Anaconda 

Absaroka National Forest 

Custer National Forest south of 
Red Lodge 

South of Livingston 

East of Flathead Lake including 
Mission , Swan , and Lewis ranges 

NE of Great Falls 

Along Missouri River near Glasgow 

24 miles west of Great Falls 

15 miles north of Helena 

Noncont iguous tracts in nine states 
including Montana 

15 miles south of Flathead Lake 

Four states including valleys leading 
to Missou la and Polson 

Near Maiden in the Judith 
Mountains 

U.S. Highway 2 12 from Red Lodge 
to Yellowstone NP 

Near Saco 

Montana-Idaho border 52 miles 
SW of Dillon 

Near Great Fal ls 

Under Clark Canyon Reservoir 

Jefferson County 

St Louis to the Paci fic Ocean 

Near Logan 

Eastern Flathead Valley 

Missouri River from Fort Benton to 
Fort Peck Reservoir 

Wallowa Lake, Oregon, to Bears 
Paw Mountains, Montana 

Phillips County, 19 miles NE of 
Malta 

Near White Sulphur Springs 

From Glacier NP to Olympic NP 

On Yellowstone River in Yellowstone 
County 

Six states from Oklahoma to North 
Dakota and Montana 

Near Li ma c lose to Idaho border 

In Billings 

Eastern fi ank of the Rockies in 
multiple states 

On the border with Idaho 

46. St. Mary 's Mission and Fort Owen In Stevensville 

4 7. Sweet Grass Hills Near Canadian border 

48. Three Forks NP Gallatin County 

49. Virginia City NHS Madison County 

50. Yellowstone to Glacier Parkway Wyoming and Montana 

Natural 

Recreational 

Natural 

Natura l 

Historical 

Natural; 
most recently 
recreat ional 

Recreational 

Natural 

Historical 

Natural 

Natural 

Historical 

Historical 

Natural 

Historical 

Historica l 

Natural 

Historical 

Recreational 

Historical 

Historical ; later 
recreational 

Natural 

Historical 

Natural 

Natural 

Recreational 

Recreational 

Historical 

Historical 

Historica l 

Natural 

Recreational 

Historical 

Natural 

Recreational 

Historical 

Recreational 

Recreational 

Recreational 

Historical 

Recreational 

Natural 

Natural 

Recreational 

Historical 

Historical 

Natural 

Historical 

Historical 

Recreational 
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Before 1961 

Before 1962 

1963 

1938, 1945, 
1957 

1963, 1979 

1939, 1959, 
2004 

1929, 1934 

1987 

1964 

1916, 1933 

1962 

19 10 

1987, 2000 

1916, 193 5 

Before 1994 

1962 

1930 

1935 

1934, 1965 

1936, 19 38 

1922, 1935, 
1943, 1965 

1930s, 1980, 
2000 

1935 

1990s 

1947 

1959, 1979 

1933 

Before 1972 

1984 

No date 

Before 1908 

Before 194 7, 
1956 

Before 1962 

Before 1936 

1960 

1976 

No date 

Before 20 01 

1977 

1946, 19 56, 
1965 

Before 1965 

Before 1934 

1969 

Before 1973 

Before 1936 

1938 

1993 

1938, 1947 , 
1965 

1937, 1968, 
1979, 1992 

195B 

Local proposal 

No further data 

Senator Mike Mansfield 

U. S. Grazing Service di rector; la ter by local interests 

Montana legislature 

Local proposals 

Local proposal 

Loca l proposal 

Local proposal via Senator Mike Mansfield 

Bills introduced in Congress in 19 16; later reproposed 

Local proposal via Senator Mike Mansfield 

No fu rther data 

City of Butte; later NPS in its Labor Histoiy Theme Study 

U.S. surveyor general fo r Montana 

No further data 

Local proposal 

J. L. Jones of Ronan, Montana 

Local proposal via Senator James Murray 

Senator Burton K. Wheeler, in 1934, recommended all land 
within five miles of the dam be made a national park 

Sons and Daughters of Montana Pioneers 

Senator T. J. Walsh , Helena Commercial Club, 
Montana legislature 

Daniel Maynard , who owned the land and building 

Congress ordered and funded an NPS study in 1998 

Central Montana Chamber of Commerce 

Early proposal by NPS ; later one unknown 

Senator Burton K. Wheeler 

No further data 

Bill introduced by Congressman Ron Martenee, 
June 13, 1984 

No fu rther data 

Established as a national monument in 1908; 
removed from the park system in 1937 

Nat ional Conservat ion League 

Montana State University personnel 

No fu rther data 

Senator James Murray, but Congress did not accede 
to NPS proposal to add it to the system 1968- 72 

Congress ordered a study 

No further data 

No fu rther data 

Congress authorized a study 

Dr. Russell G. Frazier of Utah , Congressman Orvin Fjare, 
and others 

No further data 

No further data 

Local proposal backed by Senator Mike Mansfield 

No fu rther data 

NPS acting chief of cooperative activities claims 
no knowledge of any proposal for this area 

Unknown 

Local residents, Margaret Thompson of NW Conservat ion League 
and Congressman Arnold Olsen , respectively 

NPS Branch of Historic Sites and Buildings; later by NPS 

S. R. DeBoer & Co., landscape architects, for City of Bozeman 

Not of national significance-
NPS acting chief of planning 

Not of national significance-NPS regional office 

Not suitable, theme covered by 
Little Bighorn Battlefield 

NPS director fo rwarded a draft for a presidential 
proclamation to the commissioner of the General 
Land Office in 1939 , but no further action occurred 

Not of national significance-NPS director 

Not feasible due to local opposition 

Not of national significa nce- NPS director 

Not suitable as it duplicates resources at Yellowstone, 
Lassen Volcanic, and Hot Springs national parks 

Still an active file 

Not feasible due to private lands- Roger Toll 

Notfu· able due to inferiority and proximity 
to GI ier National Park 

Not f national significance-Advisoiy Board 

Uns itable due to artificiality-NPS director and 
late'r Interior undersecretaiy 

No\ of national significance- NPS study team 

Not of national significance and adequately 
protected by the USFS-NPS directors 

Ta llgrass Prairie National Preserve established 
in Kansas; no further action in Montana 

Still an act ive f ile 

Not of national significance- NPS ch ief of planning 

Not feasib le due to USFS opposition ; later the NPS 
issued an adverse report for unspecified reasons 

Not of national significance- NPS acting director 

Still an open file 

NPS and USFS recommend establishment 

Part of Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness Area, USFS 

Reservoir never built; private land today 

USFS 

Makoshika State Park 

Rosebud Battlefield State Park 

Part of Absaroka-Beartoot h Wilderness Area, USFS 

County park 

Mostly private with some BLM land 

National Register site owned by the City of Billings 

Cabinet Mountain Wilderness Area, USFS 

Owned by the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes 

Owned by the City of Kalispell 

Private land 

USFS and private lands 

Private land 

Mix of private, USFS, and tribal lands 

National historic landmark managed by the BLM 

Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge 

Private land and historic district on the 
National Register 

Gates of the Mountains Wilderness Area, USFS 

Private and BLM lands 

Owned by a private restoration society 

Pri vate and USFS land 

USFS 

Sti ll a federal road (U.S. 2 12 ; ca lled the Beartooth Highway) 

Privately owned; known as Sleeping Buffalo Resort 

National historic landmark, USFS, with Sacajawea Memorial 

Lewis and Clark National Historic Trail exists; visitor center 
managed by USFS 

Managed by Bureau of Reclamation 

State park 

No further data 

State park 

West slope is Mission Mountain Wilderness Area declared by 
the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes in 1979; east side 
is part of like-named wilderness area, Flathead National Forest 

Upper Missouri River Breaks National Monument under BLM 
management established by presidential proclamation in 2001 

1,170-mile national tra il under USFS management 

Bureau of Reclamation site and state recreation area 

Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks fishing area 

Not feasible due to the cost of land acquisition and the No further data 
existence of other t rails in the area-NPS study team 

Not feasible due to lack of acquisition funds National monument managed by BLM since 2001 

Private and BLM lands 

Nat iona l wildlife refuge since 1935 

Not of nationa l significance-NPS study team Private and City of Billings 

Private, BLM, and USFS lands 

Not of national significance-NPS Region 2 director 

Not of national significance-N PS historian 
Merrill Mattes and others 

Initially rejected as not of national significance; 
later desired as a mining town component of 
the system 

USFS 

Privately owned museum and state park, respectivel y 

Private land 

State park 

Still an active file and a national historic landmark 
since 1961 

Never established 

27 

22 , 32 

32 

7 , 9 , 31 

15, 16, 17, 21, 32 

5, 6 , 7, 8, 9, 12 , 
15 , 28 

28 

25 

32 

1 , 2,3, 7,9, 26 

32 

15 

15, 16, 17, 21 

Crazy Mountains were also called 
Absaroka NP in early proposals 

352 ,500 acres; frequently proposed 
with Absaroka Mounta ins 

9,000 acres 

Approximate ly 9 ,600,000 acres 

62 ,380 acres 

27 (as Absaroka 2 , Called Absaroka NP when first proposed 
3, 7 , 9, 12) 

19 

32 

3, 5, 7, 9 , 29 > 1,000,000 acres 

7, 9 , 15, 31, 33, 38 

5, 7,9,32 

7 , 9 , 31 , 32 

2, 3, 7, 9, 12, Alternately called national memorial 
30, 32 

3 , 14, 21 

3 1 

25 

7, 9 

12 , 15 , 16, 17 , 19, 
21, 32 

7, 9 

12 7 ,323 feet in elevation 

15, 16, 17, 21 

3 

36 

31, 37 

32 

3 

10, 22, 35 

25 

22 

22 

25 

9, 19, 32 

12 

3, 13, 34 

12, 15, 17, 21 

12 

2, 3, 32 

31 

25 

9, 12 , 22, 31, 32 

4, 9, 11, 13, 15, 
16, 17, 20, 21, 
23, 33 

35 

Site of Camp Fortunate 

Parkway 

Mentioned in a letter in the Emigrant 
Buffalo Jump f ile 

Also ca lled Lewis and Clark Wilderness 
Waterway 

1,350 miles 
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During the National Park Service's formative years, 
Horace Albright, Roger Toll, Clark Wissler, and other 
senior agency officials and consultants established 

criteria for evaluating proposed parks and developed 
natural and historical themes to guide park creation. 

Toll himself evaluated many proposed park sites during 
the 1930s. Toll is seen here as superintendent of 

Yellowstone with Park Service director 
Arno Cammerer (left) in 1934. 

have shaped park-making ever since.6 Both Stephen 

Mather and his assistant and successor, Horace 

Albright, were key architects in shaping these criteria. 

The first is national significance. Though qualitative 

and hence subjective, this filter has always been (and 

continues to be) the most important one through 

which any park proposal passes. Foremost, a new 

park area is required to satisfy the question "How 

important is the resource to the entire nation?" This 

evaluation includes both its level of magnificence 

and whether it best represents a historic or natural 

resource theme.7 Agency experience has always 

counted heavily in these surveys of potential national 

significance, and senior Park Service specialists 

staffed field investigation teams to reduce subjectivity 

in decision making as much as possible. 

The second criterion is feasibility. Regardless of 
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its significance, the Park Service considers infeasible 

a proposed park that would cost too much for land 

acquisition or meet intense local opposition. 

The third criterion is suitability. A proposed park 

cannot duplicate resources already in the park system 

and should not be adequately protected by another 

federal, state, or local agency or private organization. 

In addition, a proposed park is deemed unsuitable if 

there is a question about its historical or ecological 

integrity or if the site is not potentially accessible to 

the public. 

Park Service officials found many early proposals 

either lacking in importance to the entire country or 

excessively focused on outdoor games and recreation. 

As a way to address this problem, Mather cohosted 

the country's first conference on state parks in 1921, 

hoping to foster secondary park systems to meet the 

recreation needs of the country. 8 During the 1930s, 

when Works Progress Administration (WPA) and 

Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) funds and labor 

were available, Park Service planners helped state and 

local officials develop hundreds of parks that did not 

qualify for the national park system.9 

Also during this second period, Mather and his 

assistants developed a system of natural and historic 

themes to guide the search for places that best rep

resented scientific or cultural categories. The Park 

Service could then pursue logical additions to the 

park system and justify them to Congress, which 

ultimately authorized all new park units .10 Sites "not 

of national significance" could be rationally rejected 

as unnecessary. 

Mather relied on senior Park Service officials Roger 

Toll and Horace Albright as well as anthropologist 

Clark Wissler to design the first set of twenty-two his

torical themes. Natural resource sites were evaluated 

with the help of a classification scheme developed by 

geographer Nevin Fenneman, the author of a widely 

used landform classification map of the United States. 

The Park Service believed Fenneman's map could 

be used to identify the representative value of differ

ent proposed park units . Although these evaluative 

categories came in use by the late 1920s, the Park 

Service did not issue its first full thematic framework 

until 1936. 11 

With depression-era funds and its thematic frame

work in hand, the NPS undertook large-scale studies 

of river basins, seashores, reservoirs, and numerous 



other types of sites with the expressed purpose of 

identifying the best of each category. Nearly a third 

of Montana's park proposals came during the ig3os, 

and Roger Toll, who was at this time superintendent 

of Yellowstone National Park, was the lead investiga

tor of many of them. Toll died in ig36, but his influ

ence on the thematic framework and his evaluations 

of newly proposed areas strongly shaped the system 

at a time when both money and the political will to 

create parks were available. 12 

The onset of World War II initiated a third era, 

during which meager funding slowed the addition of 

new parks. Nevertheless, the Park Service continued 

to study both new and repeat proposals, often with 

private financial backing. After the war, many existing 

park units received a financial boost when the NPS's 

Mission 66 initiative directed money toward modern

izing administrative and visitor infrastructure. Larger 

forces were also at work. NPS director Conrad Wirth 

recognized that the nation's growing postwar demand 

for parks could not be handled simply by investing 

in existing units, while at the same time, grassroots 

environmentalists identified new areas in need of 

preservation, and a massive federal study released in 

i962 identified the growing recreational needs of the 

nation. The Outdoor Recreation Resources Review 

Commission, led by chairman Laurance Rockefeller, 

spurred more interest in potential park units that 

included urban recreation areas, rivers, trails, and 

parkways. 13 

Growing pressures for change led to the fourth 

era of park-making between the early ig6os and 

ig8o. Responding to demands for parks, the NPS 

in i972 issued revised versions of the system's the

matic frameworks. 14 In the natural history plan, the 

Park Service divided the country into several dozen 

natural regions based again on Fenneman's landform 

map. In addition, the agency developed a series of 

specific geological and ecological themes. Combin

ing the regional map with the thematic framework, 

the agency came up with a matrix of natural resource 

categories to guide future park-making. Some themes 

and regions did not match (for example, there are no 

volcanic features in the coastal lowlands of Missis

sippi). Many, however, were simply not represented 

within the system. In fact, the agency concluded that 

existing park units represented only about half of the 

almost 450 potential resource categories. 15 

The new history plan proved to be even more 

complex than the natural resource plan because the 

Park Service devised a dizzying array of themes to 

represent the nation's diverse cultural heritage. Nine 

major themes were subdivided into several dozen 

subthemes. These subthemes in turn were further 

divided into almost three hundred historical "facets" 

that should be present if the park system were to 

be "truly representative of the country's national 

heritage." After assessing the existing national park 

units, the authors concluded the 172 existing historic 

parks represented only a small percentage of the sig

nificant facets identified.16 Although many legislators 

suspected the two plans were overly ambitious , Con

gress passed Public Law 94-458 in ig76 mandating 

that the Park Service propose at least twelve new parks 

per year. Overall, the years coinciding with President 

Jimmy Carter's administration rivaled the i93os for 

the number and variety of new parks proposed. 17 

The arrival of the Reagan administration in i981 

brought an abrupt end to this bonanza of park pro

posals and ushered in the fifth era of park-making, 

during which legislators ordered Park Service 

planners to carry out only park studies authorized by 

Congress.18 In response, the Park Service produced 

a new set of thematic plans reflecting a more realistic 

appraisal of the existing units plus recommenda

tions for new parks to specifically address gaps in the 

system to be filled over the next two decades. The 

ig90 natural resource plan shows nearly all of these 

themes were included in the national park system 

by that time. 19 The new history framework issued 

in i996 focused on themes that reflected hitherto 

underrepresented topics and stressed the need for 

representation in existing parks whenever possible; 

the historical parks authorized since the early ig8os 

have focused on the history of women and minorities 

and on such themes as labor history, arts and litera

ture, and architecture. 20 

Jln.w Mlld the story of park-making play out 

in Montana? In the Treasure State, park proposals 

came from a variety of sources. In some cases, local 

booster groups generated ideas for potential national 

parks hoping that the new units would be tourist 

draws. For example, in i938 the Glendive Chamber of 

Commerce promoted the idea of creating a Badlands 
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National Park (today's Makoshika State Park) near 

the town. To this end, the Chamber's secretary, K. E. 

Burleigh, wrote federal officials suggesting: "[I]f there 

is any possibility to have the people ... inspect our 

proposed bad-lands park, we would be very glad to 

show it to them and we would appreciate any efforts 

on your part to have a park established near Glendive, 

as you know we are very short on scenery and places 

of interest, and I believe it would be one way to stop 

tourists in Glendive for a day or two."21 

The Treasure State's congressional representatives 

also actively made park proposals. Proponents of new 

parks often contacted a familiar legislator for support 

rather than approach the NPS directly. Senator Bur

ton K. Wheeler, for example, promoted the idea for a 

unit encompassing the recently built Fort Peck Dam, 

but the Park Service deemed the setting too artificial. 

Similarly, Senator Mike Mansfield became involved 

with a number of proposed park units. In 1964, he 

took up the cause of boosters in the Anaconda area 

to promote a study of a possible Anaconda-Pindar 

National Park and requested the Park Service com

plete a study of the region's potential. In a request 

to director George Hartzog, Mansfield noted: "I am 

taking this opportunity to ask you to prepare for me 

... a bill that would authorize the creation of this new 

National Park and any necessary language that would 

direct appropriate studies to be made by the National 

Park Service and other Agencies interested in such 

a proposal." Mansfield straightforwardly presented 

his rationale for such a bill, reminding Hartzog: 

" [T]he Anaconda area is suffering from a very 
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Proposals for new parks came from many 
sources. In 1938, for example, Glendive's 
Chamber of Commerce promoted a Bad
lands National Park near the town hoping 
to draw tourists to the area. Today the 
area is Makoshika State Park. 

depressed economy and it is gener

ally believed that the creation of a 

National Park in the Anaconda Pindar 

Wilderness . area would have many 

benefits beyond this mere potential as 

a National Park."22 

Overall, the sources of Montana 

proposals also changed as the Park Service mission 

evolved through the twentieth century. During the 

past quarter century, Congress has taken a more 

visible role in directing the agency by authorizing 

and funding investigations of possible park areas. 

Many of these studies sought merely to identify areas 

deserving protection, with the appropriate agency 

to manage the area to be determined later. Although 

Congress did not specify that the Park Service con

sider areas for national park status, any study by Park 

Service personnel nevertheless implicitly evaluated a 

site's potential as a national park unit.23 

A look at the evidence reveals that the fifty 

proposed national parks in Montana include an amaz

ingly varied assortment of localities. The proposals 

are relatively evenly split among natural, historical, 

and recreational types. 24 Some proposals emphasized 

environmental protection, while other new units 

would preserve historic sites, enhance tourism, or 

offer added opportunities for recreation. 

About one-third of the proposals highlighted the 

state's varied scenery and distinctive natural areas. 

Not surprisingly, spectacular alpine zones, such as 

the Crazy (1916), Cabinet (1916), Mission (1936), and 

Beartooth (1939) ranges, are included. But in addition 

to the high country, the state's extensive grasslands 

attracted attention. A. P. Keppner, a U.S. Bureau of 

Land Management (BLM) official based in Miles City, 

wrote to Senator Jam es Murray in 1960 and reminded 

him: "[T]here is one section of our American heri

tage that is always forgotten when we are thinking 

about parks, bison ranges, wild lands, or what have 



you. This is the Great Plains. I don't mean badlands 

or river breaks, but I mean the vast rolling stretches 

of grassland. It seems like some of this kind of land 

should be set aside , and the wildlife species that once 

roamed over it be restored." Keppner concluded: 

"Where and how large an area is for you fellows to 

figure out, but Montana wouldn't be a bad place if 

such an area were under consideration."25 Indeed, 

Keppner's suggestion anticipated the later Great 

Plains (1980) and Big Open (1987) proposals, both 

formal attempts to recognize the special ecological 

value of these settings. 

In addition to larger tracts of mountains and 

plains, smaller and more unusual features gener

ated proposals. For example, Camas Hot Springs 

in northwestern Montana received local interest as 

well as support from Senator Mansfield. After some 

study, the NPS agreed that the area had natural and 

recreational value but that it wasn't unique enough for 

national recreation. The 1962 draft report exemplifies 

how the Park Service evaluated a proposal within the 

context of the larger system: "The Camas Hot Springs 

falls under our geological subcategory theme of Hot 

Springs which is now represented in Hot Springs, 

Yellowstone, and Lassen Volcanic National Parks. 

Therefore, since this subtheme is already adequately 

represented in the National Park System, we feel that 

consideration of Camas Hot Springs for possible 

addition to the System would not be justified."26 

Another unusual natural feature, the scenic Rim

rocks area on Billings's north side, also garnered 

support and the endorsement of Senator Mansfield. 

In the late 1960s, the Concerned Citizens for a Better 

Billings conducted a massive petition campaign to 

preserve the Rimrocks in their natural state, but the 

group's efforts reached a dead-end. An editorial in 

the Billings Gazette followed, suggesting the idea 

for a national monument. However, while the NPS 

Montana's congressional representatives actively proposed new parks. Senator Burton K. Wheeler, for example, 
promoted the idea for a park made up of the lands within five miles of Fort Peck Dam, but NPS planners found the 
setting too artificial. The powerhouse shown in this aerial photograph would have been included had the plan been 

accepted. Today, the area surrounding Fort Peck Reservoir is the Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge. 
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About one-third of the Montana proposals highlighted 
the state's varied scenery and distinctive natural areas. 
One of the largest land areas proposed was the Big 
Open (in country like that seen above). As A. P. Keppner, 
a Bureau of Land Management official, wrote in a 1960 
letter to Senator James Murray: "[T]here is one section 
of our American heritage that is always forgotten when 
we are thinking about parks, bison ranges, wild lands, 
or what have you. This is the Great Plains[,] . .. the vast 
rolling stretches of grassland." Local opposition killed 
the formal proposal for a Big Open National Park in 
1987. Camas Hot Springs (right, circa 1934) was ruled 
out because it duplicated landscapes found in Yellow
stone, Lassen Volcanic, and Hot Springs national parks. 

recognized the area's natural beauty, scenic views, 

and open space, the final evaluation of the area con

cluded the Rimrocks were "ofless than national sig

nificance," and the area remained outside of federal 

protection. 27 

Historic sites and recreational resources also pro

duced ideas for parks. Montana mining towns such 

as Virginia City, Butte, and Anaconda; sites from the 

Indian wars such as the Rosebud Battlefield and Nee

Me-Poo (Nez Perce) Trail; and a number oflocations 

connected to the Lewis and Clark Expedition all gen

erated interest. Most of the other Montana proposals 
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(about 25 percent of the total) centered on recreation 

and emphasized places along the state's rivers and 

reservoirs. 

Some proposed areas held varied attractions 

and came up for consideration multiple times. The 

Gates of the Mountains along the Missouri River near 

Helena, for example, was a scenic area; it was also tra

versed by Lewis and Clark; and it was later recognized 

for its recreational resources. Senator Thomas Walsh, 

the Helena Commercial Club, and the Montana leg

islature all lobbied for the creation of a Gates of the 

Mountains national park or monument. Walsh wrote 



Park Service director Stephen Mather in 1922, noting: 

"[Y]ou must be familiar with the locality and with 

the wonderfully graphic account of its marvels and 

beauties found in the journal of Lewis and Clark .... 

Our people at home have a very decided preference 

... to have the supervision of the area under the Park 

Service and to make the region one of the series of 

National Parks." Walsh then asked Mather: "[W]ill 

you kindly advise me of your views in the matter, and 

whether or not a bill to establish the Park would meet 

with your approval."28 However, the complex pattern 

ofland ownership in the area, including a mix of U.S. 

Forest Service acreage and various private holdings, 

confounded the proposal. And there was the ques

tion of significance. Mather himself visited the site 

but felt local or state protection would be sufficient 

to preserve the area. The Park Service dropped the 

proposal at the end of 1922. 

After more than a decade of inaction, Park Service 

official Roger Toll re-inspected the area in 1935· His 

report acknowledged the "picturesque and attrac

tive" scenery as well as the area's "historic interest" 

and observed that the trip to the canyon was "well 

worth while for local residents, visitors and motor

ists traveling on nearby highways." But Toll gave an 

unambiguous assessment: "The area is suitable for 

a county park or a state park. It is believed that it is 

unsuitable for a national monument."29 

The Montana Chamber of Commerce yet again 

resurrected the notion of Park Service involvement 

in the early 1960s. T his time, the argument empha

sized the area's recreational uses and potential to 

serve growing local and regional populations. In a 

letter to Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall, the 

Chamber's William Browning made the case: 

This area has the outward appearance of a poten

tial national park and many of us would like that. 

However, I'm not sure that it would qualify until a 

survey is made. It is my understanding, however, 

that it would qualify for a national recreational area 

designation at least. May I urge your every consid

eration for your department to survey the potentials 

of giving this area the highest national designation 

feasible. I'm sure that a lot of local support could 

be enlisted as could the Helena National Forest 

officials who maintain part of this area under a wild 

area classification . .3° 

Ultimately, the Park Service rejected the area once 

again as lacking national significance. It remains 

mostly under the management of the Helena National 

Forest and is part of the wilderness lands designated 

under the Wilderness Act of 1964. 

Statewide, park rejection occurred for several 

reasons. Even today when a site is suggested, it must 

pass the three criteria of national significance, feasibil

ity, and suitability as well as the complex legislative 

process in Washington, D.C. Of the fifty proposed 

areas , Park Service records identify the reasons for 

failure in only thirty cases. Among these, the largest 

number (thirteen cases) were judged to lack national 

significance. In addition to the Gates of the Mountains 

unit, the other proposals in this category included the 

Absaroka and Cabinet mountains (1916);Three Forks 

National Park (1938, 1947, 1965); Fort Benton (1935); 
Fort Shaw (1936, 1939); Beaver Creek Park near 

Havre (1929, 1934); and the Ice Cave in the Judith 

Mountains (1947). 
Five areas did not meet the second criterion, 

feasibility. Park Service officials determined that 

private lands at Pompey's Pillar (1945, 1956, 1965) 
and along the Pacific Northwes t Trail (1977) would 

be prohibitively expensive to acquire. Similarly, after 

investigating the Crazy Mountains in 1935, Roger Toll 

reported that "half of the land, every alternate sec

tion, is owned by the Northern Pacific Railroad or 

is in private hands."31 At that time, the Park Service 

sought fee-simple ownership of property within park 

boundaries. The price for acquisition of half the land 

in a unit both large and considered inferior to nearby 

Yellowstone made it infeasible. And Forest Service 

hostility doomed the James E. Murray National 

Memorial Parkway near Red Lodge (1959, 1979), 
while virulent opposition from local ranchers killed 

the massive fifteen-thousand-square-mile Big Open 

(1987), envisioned as an Africa-like game reserve. 

National Park Service survey teams found five 

more Montana areas lacked suitability. For instance, 

the site of the Battle of Rosebud southeast of Hardin 

marked an important precursor to the Battle of the 

Little Bighorn in 1876, but NPS officials rejected its 

inclusion into the system in 1963 because the "main 

event of this campaign" was already preserved, and 

it was felt the existing national monument (then 

called Custer Battlefield) effectively "encompasses 

the Custer events associated with the Rosebud and 
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National significance, feasibility, 
and suitability are the National 
Park Service's three basic criteria 
for park creation. In 1935, Roger 
Toll found the potential cost made 
it infeasible to acquire the Crazy 
Mountains (right, August 1921). 
He reported that "half of the land, 
every alternate section, is owned 
by the Northern Pacific Railroad or 
is in private hands. " 

Areas that did not become part of the national park system almost always received some level of preservation. 
A proposed James E. Murray Parkway is still U.S. Highway 212, which links the town of Red Lodge with 

Yellowstone National Park. Known as the Beartooth Highway, it is a popular scenic route and passes close to 
the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness Area. The five switchbacks rising from Rock Creek Canyon 

on its north end are seen above, circa 1939. 
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the Yellowstone."32 Similarly, Flathead National Park 

(1930), which would have included three mountain 
ranges, paled by comparison to nearby Glacier. The 

successful creation of Tallgrass Prairie National Pre

serve in Kansas ended Montana's chance for a Great 

Plains National Park. Of the remaining proposals, 

several died from simple inaction and three- Copper

town USA, Butte/Anaconda area (1987, 2000), Ice 
Age Floodways National Parkway (1990s), and Lewis 

and Clark National Historic Site (1984)- remain 
active files ,33 

It is also useful to ponder what eventually hap

pened to the park settings that failed to he accepted 

into the national park system. Congress, the NPS, 

government officials, and the public proposed at 
leas t fifty-eight sites . Only eight of them (14 per

cent) actually became park units. Yet a majority of 
the fifty rejects did receive some level of protection. 

The federal government still plays 

the largest role in this endeavor; 
five of these sites (such as Cabi-

net Mountains and Gates of the 

Mountains) are designated wil-

derness areas and managed by 

the U.S. Forest Service. The 

BLM operates three sites, and the 

Bureau of Reclamation and U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service each 

Fort Owen, a part of the St. Mary's Mission proposal 

in 1937), a state fishing area (Newlan Reservoir), a state 

historic preservation area (Virginia City, 1937, 1938, 

1979, 1992), a county park (Beaver Creek, 1929, 1934), 
the City of Kalispell (Conrad Mansion, 1910), and 

the City ofBillings (Boothill Cemetery, 1964) protect 
sites rejected at the national level. Other areas 

(including part of the St. Mary's Mission) are in 

private hands, although private ownership does not 

mean they are endangered. For example, the Legion 

Hot Plunge (proposed in 1933), now known as Sleep
ing Buffalo Resort, is a tourist attraction that benefits 
from commercial preservation. 

?r/..o.nlan.a ~ Afnlttj. of failed national 
parks reveals several lessons both about park-making 

in general as well as about the Treasure State in par

ticular. First, the rejection of several of Montana's 

control two water-resource areas. 

Seven spacious areas- the Rocky 

Mountain and Yellowstone-to

Glacier parkways, the Prairie and 
Lewis and Clark tourways, the Ice 

Age Floodways, the Crazy Moun

tains , and the Big Open- have 

extensive Forest Service or BLM 

holdings intermingled with pri

vate lands. Similarly, the western 

Established in 1850 by Major John Owen as a regional fur trade center, 
Fort Owen (above, 1890s) was the site of the first permanent white settlement 

in Montana. Suggested as an addition to the national park system as a part 
of the St. Mary's Mission, it became a state park in 1937. 

flank of the Mission Range is now 
a wilderness area designated by the Confederated 

Salish and Kootenai Tribes- the Mission Mountains 

Tribal Wilderness- while the eastern side is another 

Forest Service wilderness area. The proposed James 

E. Murray Parkway is still U.S . Highway 212, the 

Beartooth Highway, linking the town of Red Lodge 

with Yellowstone. 

State and local governments also manage some of 

the failed proposal areas. Six state parks (including 

large mountainous parks is partly a reflection of 
what might he called the "shadow effect" of exist

ing parks in the region. For example, the rugged and 

scenic Cabinet Mountains in northwest Montana 

were proposed as a park unit both in 1916 and in 

1935. But Park Service officials rejected the proposal. 

Their logic was clear. Inspector Carl Taubert noted: 

" [S]ince Glacier National Park is in the northwestern 
part of the State of Montana and surpasses all areas 
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from the standpoint of size and beauty, as well as in 

other outstanding features, we herewith recommend 

that the Cabinet Mountain Range be not considered 

as a National Park."34 

The Flathead Range and the spectacular Mission 

Mountains immediately south of Glacier met similar 

fates. Both areas were carefully considered for park 

status in the i93os.J. L.Jones, president of the Ronan 

Commercial Club, was a major booster of the idea. 

In a letter to Park Service director Horace Albright, 

Jones made his colorful pitch for the Flathead region: 

Located about equidistant between the two parks 

(Yellowstone and Glacier), and as yet part of the 

public domain, of no material value, of no concern 

particularly to settlers, these beautiful spots await 

the invitation and transportation facilities for our 

pleasure seekers, to break their journey, and in the 

seclusion of these forest shaded mountain cataracts 

fed by glaciers gleaming on the peaks above, stilled 

by the absence of the hum and buzz of industry, 

surrounded by wildlife, with mountain trout, bird 

and beast all joining in the harmony of natures 

music to restore them back again to their normal 

powers of work in advancing civilization.35 
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Jones went on to describe in glowing terms how 

the area might be transformed once a national park 

existed: 

We picture highways up these canyons, horseback 

trails, winding upward to the peaks and glaciers , 

cottage homes fringing the border of the valley 

amongst its timbered covered hills. We suggest, Mr. 

Albright, that you add to your already splendid ser

vices the inclusion of the Mission Range of moun

tains, beginning at the Evaro hill and extending 

northward to the north end of Flatl1ead Lake .... 

Truly we possess here not the "garden of Eden," 

but that being lost only in myth and tradition we 

have a most fitting substitute "The Garden of the 

Rockies."36 

National park forester Frank Childs, geologist 

Carroll Wegemann, wildlife technician Adolph 

Murie, and an assortment of Forest Service rangers 

conducted a two-week field reconnaissance of the 

Flathead region in the summer ofi937, no doubt one 

of the most thorough single investigations of any pro

posed park unit. The elk and mountain goat popula

tions in the area impressed Murie, but in the end, he 



One lesson revealed by the story of Montana's failed national parks is that a number of rejections occurred due 
to what might be called the "shadow effect" of existing parks in the region. The Mission Mountains of the Flathead 

Valley, the Cabinets in the northwest corner of the state, and the Absarokas north of Yellowstone were all considered 
subordinate to Glacier and Yellowstone national parks. Above is part of an 1898 panoramic photograph of the Granite 

Range, a failed mountain park whose lands remained in the hands of the U.S. Forest Service. It is now 
part of the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness Area north of Yellowstone. 

argued that "the Flathead would be of special value 

in the National Park system if this section were not 

already fairly well represented by Glacier Park."37 

While Murie and the others acknowledged the Flat

head country represented one of the country's few 

remaining large wilderness areas, they also made the 

point that existing protection by the Forest Service 

(within several primitive areas) would likely preserve 

the region's natural integrity. By May 1938, the final 

verdict was in: the region was scenically beautiful but 

"not as spectacular as Glacier National Park."38 

On the other side of the state, Yellowstone's 

dominating presence also cast a long shadow. The 

Crazy Mountains near Livingston were considered 

for park status (sometimes called Absaroka National 

Park) both in 1916 and in 1935. The earliest proposal 

came from Henry Gerharz, the state's U.S. surveyor 

general, who was impressed by the concentrated 

assortment of alpine scenery, spectacular geology, 

and beautiful waterfalls of the area. Gerharz argued: 

"While it is true that we now have two National 

Parks within Montana, this region because of its 

unique character would be a distinct addition." He 

emphasized how the range was particularly spectac

ular because it "stands out all by itself, without any 

other high peaks anywhere near it."39 Although the 

Park Service acknowledged the Gerharz report, the 

agency took no action until 1935 when the same area 

reemerged for consideration. Roger Toll ultimately 

nixed the proposal because the scenery was neither 

"of outstanding national character" nor was it equal 

to mountainous settings already preserved in other 

western parks.4° An added problem for the Crazies 

was the checkerboard pattern of public and private 

land ownership resulting from nineteenth-century 

Northern Pacific Railroad land grants. Toll antici

pated that preserving a large block of land would be 

complicated by the private inholdings. 
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Finally, the swath of mountain country imme

diately north of Yellowstone also received repeated 

scrutiny from the NPS. Both the Absaroka Moun

tains and the Beartooth Plateau featured large tracts 

of wilderness land, alpine topography, and seasonal 

migrations of wildlife. The closest the area came to 

protection was in 1939 during the administration of 

Franklin Roosevelt when a presidential proclamation 

outlined the boundaries of a "Beartooth National 

Monument" just north and east of Yellowstone. But 

Roosevelt never signed the document, and the area 

remained mostly within primitive areas managed by 

the Forest Service. 

Two decades later, the Wilderness Society spear

headed another inquiry into the area's status. In the 

summer of i960, the group organized a backcountry 

expedition into the Beartooths that included Forest 

Service and NPS representatives. As the expedition's 

report noted: "[T]he question 'wilderness area or 

national park' came up on this trip more than ever 

before."41 But the members of the group reached no 

consensus about making a formal proposal, though 

they strongly urged the area's pristine character be 

preserved. Preservation advocates argued the cre

ation of the wilderness would make it easier for Yel

lowstone Park to defend its northern boundaries from 

development, but there was little enthusiasm for for

mally enlarging the boundaries of the existing park or 

for creating an independent unit that could offer even 

more protections than those garnered under provi-

Both the Absaroka Mountains and the Beartooth Plateau (above, circa 1939) featured large tracts of wilderness land, 
alpine topography, and seasonal migrations of wildlife. The closest the area came to becoming part of the national 

park system was during the administration of Franklin Roosevelt. A 1939 presidential proclamation outlined the 
boundaries of a "Beartooth National Monument" just north and east of Yellowstone. But Roosevelt never signed 
the document, and the area remained mostly under U.S. Forest Service management. Above, visitors view the 

Beartooth Plateau from the Beartooth Highway. 
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Fourteen percent of all the proposals for national parks in Montana, and more than a third of the historical ones, 
commemorated the Lewis and Clark Expedition. All but the drowned campsite of Camp Fortunate, now under the 

Clark Canyon Reservoir, have received some sort of government protection. The Upper Missouri Wild and Scenic River 
preserves the section of the Missouri River canoed by the party in this photograph. However, none of the 

Lewis and Clark sites are official units of the national park system. 

sions of the Wilderness Act of 1964. The creation of 

an enlarged Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness Area in 

1975 secured the area's wilderness status. 

A second noteworthy characteristic of Montana 

park proposals is the focus on historical sites associ

ated with the Lewis .and Clark Expedition, one of the 

NPS's two signature historical themes for Montana 

(the other being Euro-American settlement and dis

placement of the native population). In Montana, seven 

proposed areas-14 percent of all the state's national 

park proposals and more than a third of the historical 

ones- drew upon events associated with the expedi

tion. On their way to the Pacific Coast, the explorers 

passed the Gates of the Mountains (first proposed in 

1922) and the Three Forks area (first proposed in 1938). 

Proposals for Lemhi Pass and Sacajawea National 

Park or Monument (both along the summit of the 

Bitterroot Mountains) celebrated the difficult crossing 

of the Rockies. Finally, Pompey's Pillar (first pro

posed in i946, now a national monument preserved 

by the BLM) commemorated William Clark's visit 

there during his 1806 return trip. The Park Service 

intended the Missouri Breaks (1960) and Fort Peck 

sites (1965) to be riparian recreation areas but cited 

the passage of the explorers through the cliff-bound 

Missouri River as one of the most important factors 

in favor of these proposals. In addition, three more 

proposed areas took their names to honor the famous 

explorers: Lewis and Clark Canyon, the site of Camp 

Fortunate; a Lewis and Clark National Historic Site 

near the Great Falls of the Missouri (1984); and Lewis 

and Clark Caverns (proposed before 1908), which 

had no connection with the expedition. The fact that 

only one of these, Camp Fortunate, now under the 
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waters of Clark Canyon Reservoir, did not receive 

some sort of government protection clearly demon

strates the value and affection Americans in general 

and Montanans in particular have for this illustrious 

expedition. 42 

A third noteworthy characteristic of several failed 

park proposals reflected how the agency struggled to 

define its role in meeting the growing demand fo r out

door recreation opportunities, especially for water

oriented activities. In particular, Montana's Missouri 

River corridor became the focus fo r several contro

versial park proposals . T he increasing interest in the 

Missouri Valley's recreational resources mirrored 

larger changes within the Park Service. In 1936, Con

gress enacted the Park, Parkway, and Recreational

Area Study Act, which increasingly involved the 

Park Service in national recreational planning.43 In 

the next twenty-five years, the Park Service helped 

draft dozens of interagency reservoir and river basin 

studies aimed at assessing the economic, recre

ational, and preservation potential of these areas.44 

By 1959, reflecting a long-term national interest in 

the development of the Missouri Valley, the Park Ser-

vice, in cooperation with the Missouri Basin Inter

Agency Committee, put out "Recreation Today and 

Tomorrow: A Survey of the Recreation Resources of 

the Missouri River Basin."45 In its report, the Park 

Service acknowledged the growing national demand 

for recreation, the economic rewards associated with 

tourism, and the Park Service's p otential role in 

developing outdoor recreation in the Missouri Valley. 

Not surprisingly, the report's language echoed the 

new mandate of the Outdoor Recreation Resources 

Review Commission, created only one year earlier. 

That commission, head ed by Laurance Rockefeller, 

stressed cooperative, interagency development of the 

nation's recreational resources, and the National Park 

Service saw that initiative as an opportunity to play a 

leadership role in developing new recreation-oriented 

units.46 Ultimately, the Missouri Valley proved to be 

a textbook example of both the rich p ossibilities as 

well as the unending controversies that resulted as the 

Park Service moved forward with these recreation

oriented park initiatives . 

One year after the publication of the Mis

souri River report, Senator J ames Murray formally 

~ 
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requested a study of the 180-mile 

stretch of the river between Fort Ben

ton and Fort Peck to determine its 

p otential as a national park.47 After 

assessing the river, the Park Service 

in 1962 began circulating a proposal 

for the " Lewis and Clark National 

Wilderness Waterway." The agency 

argued the river possessed outstand

ing scenic, historical, and recreational 

resources, all worthy of park status. 

The proposal summarized the area's 

potential for "sightseeing, boating, 

fishing, camping, picnicking, hiking, 

bird-watching, auto touring, pho

tograp hy, and horseback riding" 

as well as hunting, which would be 

allowed to continue under the agen

cy's recommendations.48 Several failed proposals in Montana reflect the Park Service's struggle to 
define its role in providing outdoor recreation. The Missouri Valley in particular 

was the focus of debate and controversy that lasted from 1962 to 1976. The BLM 
eventually assumed management of the area stretching from near Fort Benton to 

Fort Peck Reservoir, a section designated the Upper Missouri Wild and Scenic River. 
The BLM assumption of administrative responsibility reflected the Park Service's 
diminishing role as the nation 's principal recreation-planning agency. Above, Boy 

Scouts from the Yellowstone Valley Council participate in a boat-sinking exercise on 
Fort Peck Reservoir at their annual encampment. 
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Refl ecting the varied nature of 

land use along the river as well as the 

Park Service's increasingly complex 

mission, the "wilderness waterway" 

envisioned by the agency actually 

included three distinctive manage-



ment segments. In an area nearest to Fort Peck Res

ervoir and within the existing Charles M. Russell 

National Wildlife Refuge (established as the Fort Peck 

Game Range in 1936), the plan called for continued 

multiagency involvement with a focus on boating, 

fishing, and hunting. Upriver, within the middle seg

ment, the Park Service planned to acquire and admin

ister the White Rocks-Badlands unit, which would 

preserve the most spectacular examples of badlands 

topography and wilderness scenery. To the west, the 

third segment, including the stretch of river between 

Fort Benton and Virgelle, would essentially remain in 

existing ownership, much of it in private ranches, but 

be zoned and managed so as to preserve the scenic 

and recreational resources along the river itself. 

The Park Service proposal was ultimately rejected. 

The proposal ran aground amid competing interests 

ranging from skeptical local landowners and state 

politicians to other federal agencies with their own 

ideas about the corridor's management or develop

ment potential. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

was keenly interested in the hydroelectric potential of 

the valley and balked at Park Service efforts to lock up 

this resource.49 As the dominant federal landowner 

in the area, the BLM also resisted what they saw as a 

Park Service grab for more land and power. Within 

the state, the Montana Wildlife Federation backed full 

preservation.5° On the other hand, the Montana leg

islature passed resolutions advocating controversial 

dam and irrigation development along the river.51 

The Missouri River's fate became increasingly 

debated on the national scene after a 1965 NBC televi

sion program (narrated by Lorne Greene of Bonanza) 

featured its badlands scenery and highlighted the role 

it played in the Lewis and Clark Expedition.S2 A 1968 

report by the federal Bureau of Outdoor Recreation 

refashioned the Park Service proposal slightly and 

advocated the creation of a "Missouri Breaks National 

River." S3 The passage of the national Wild and Scenic 

Rivers Act that identified the Missouri as a prime can

didate for inclusion in that system further muddied 

the issue that same year. By 1972, Congress had mod

ified existing legislation and proposed a "Missouri 

Breaks Scenic River" to be managed by the BLM, but 

it took no immediate action.S4 

The Missouri's administrative fate was finally 

decided between 1972 and i976. As the river became 

the focus of additional studies, environmental impact 

reports, and public debates , the Park Service essen

tially found itself left out of the decision-making 

process.SS Increasingly, the BLM played its hand as 

the primary public landowner in the area, arguing it 

was also well equipped to address the potential rec

reational uses of the river, assuage the concerns of 

traditional ranchers and farmers, and preserve key 

stretches of the river in their wild state. The Park 

Service continued to cite the river's truly national 

significance that suggested it would best be managed 

by that agency. But the nail in the coffin came in 1975 

when the Bureau of Outdoor Recreation completed 

a study recommending the Missouri be added as a 

Wild and Scenic River with the BLM as the manag

ing agency. A year later, the BLM indeed assumed 

responsibility for the new Upper Missouri Wild and 

Scenic River stretching from near Fort Benton to Fort 

Peck Reservoir. Even in 2001, when major portions of 

the area were reclassified as the Upper Missouri River 

Breaks National Monument, it remained under BLM 

control, reflecting that agency's own evolving identity 

within the Department of the Interior. 

The Missouri River story suggests how the Park 

Service saw its role as the nation's principal recreation

planning agency gradually diminish in the i96os. 

It also illustrates how competing f~deral agencies 

moved in to challenge the Park Service and to offer 

alternative management scenarios that for a variety of 

reasons were deemed more palatable by segments of 

the public as well as within the Department of the 

Interior. In the Missouri River badlands, this competi

tion effectively led to the marginalization of an agency 

many would have thought would be the obvious 

steward of a unique and well-preserved stretch of one 

of the nation's most famous river systems. 

The fourth important lesson to take from the 

saga of Montana's failed parks is a reminder that 

establishing a national park unit is a complex and 

time-consuming process. The case of Virginia City 

exemplifies the many pitfalls and frustrations that can 

stretch a campaign from months to years to decades 

and still fail. One of the best-known gold-mining 

towns in the West, Virginia City boomed to a popula

tion of ten thousand during the mid-186os and soon 

became Montana's territorial capital. As was usually 

the case, better strikes elsewhere drew away the itin

erant population and reduced the town to fewer than 

three hundred people by the mid-193os. Faced with 
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deterioration and imminent abandonment, residents 

sought a way to revitalize the economy and save the 

historic buildings. Their plight came to the atten

tion of the Park Service's Branch of Historic Sites 

and Buildings, which had been established in 1936. 

In September 1937, park planner OlafT. Hagen used 

WPA funds to study the town, finding it "an unspoiled 

relic of Pioneer western life" and worthy of national 

recognition.56 However, in August of the following 

year, Park Service regional director Thomas Allen 

visited the town and reported it was only of state or 

local significance. Temporarily rebuffed, Virginia 

City enthusiasts took matters into their own hands 

and began restoration efforts. On June I, 1939, the 

Billings Gazette reported the hotel and express office 

had been repaired and refurnished.57 

During World War II, wealthy Great Falls ranch

ers Charles and Sue Bovey became fascinated by the 

historic town and began buying land and buildings in 

Virginia City and its nearby neighbor, Nevada City. 

The Boveys turned the towns into a western version 

of Colonial Williamsburg with stabilized structures, 

museum artifacts, and living history enactments. In 

the postwar years, Virginia City became a major tour

ist attraction, again drawing the attention of the fed

eral government.58 OnJuly 4, 1962, the town received 

National Historic Landmark status under a program 

administered by the NPS. Five years later, after 

passage of the National Historic Preservation Act, 

many of Virginia City's buildings were added to the 

National Register of Historic Places. In 1968, future 

Park Service chief historian Robert Utley noted that 

recently retired agency director Conrad Wirth was 

interested in saving the town by adding it to the park 

system. Once again, no substantial action followed.59 

The next push for national park status came in 

1979 when the agency's Rocky Mountain Regional 

Office listed Virginia City as its number-one priority 

for a new area study in order to fill a need for a mining 

town in the history thematic framework. A "recon

naissance study" completed in September 1980 

concluded still more studies were needed. 6° Finally, 

in early 1994, Congress ordered the Park Service's 

Office of Planning to investigate the town and recom

mend some way to save its structures, which again 

showed serious decay. The agency released a "special 

resource study" in 1995 that offered five alternatives 

for managing and protecting the town's historic 
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resources. Option one was the standard "no change,'' 

which would not solve the problem. Option two was 

national park status, and an in-depth overview of the 

acquisition costs, staffing and maintenance issues, 

and other considerations for the Park Service accom

panied this portion of the report. Option three was a 

partnership arrangement with a mix of private inter

ests and federal, state, and local government agencies. 

Option five was the establishment of a state park. 

Option four, the one eventually chosen, called for 

state purchase of most of the historic structures in 

both Virginia City and Nevada City and management 

by a state historic commission with financial and tech

nical assistance from the NPS. The State of Montana 

purchase was finalized in 1997 when the legislature 

authorized the acquisition of Bovey properties. The 

original $6.5 million purchase has been supple

mented by additional state funding in later years. 

The Montana Heritage Commission today manages 

the property. In this capacity, the Park Service regards 

the area as an affiliated unit rather than an actual part 

of the national park system. 61 In a recent twist, in 2007 

the agency's program for preservation technology 

and training investigated Virginia City as a potential 

project site for extensive technical preservation train

ing. Unfortunately, funding problems have cut deeply 

into that program's budget and personnel, once again 

sending Virginia City into a limbo of NPS inaction. 62 

The case of Virginia City demonstrates several 

characteristics of new park initiatives both in Mon

tana and across the country. The town has resources 

that some agency officials, many private citizens, and 

hordes of tourists found compelling. The chance of 

inclusion in the park system rose and fell with the 

political and financial times. Virginia City almost 

became a park unit in the heady days of the Great 

Depression and once again during Jimmy Carter's 

presidency. Ultimately, Congress ordered a Park 

Service study that led to protection under a state 

mandate and that seems, finally, to have ended any 

prospects for inclusion in the system. Funding chal

lenges, disagreement over the significance of a site, 

changing agency personnel, reassigned priorities, and 

project fatigue all take their toll in campaigns to estab

lish new parks. Ironically, the Park Service still does 

not have a western mining town outside Alaska in its 

thematic framework. 

Finally, several more general conclusions can be 
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Efforts to add the historic mining town of Virginia City to the national park system spanned decades. 
Park planner Olaf T. Hagen found the town "an unspoiled relic of Pioneer western life" and worthy of 

national recognition in 1937. In the 1940s, Great Falls ranchers Charles and Sue Bovey began purchasing land 
and buildings in Virginia City, and it became a National Historic Landmark in 1961. The State of Montana 
finally purchased most of the historic structures, and today the site is managed by the Montana Heritage 

Commission with financial and technical assistance from the NPS. 

drawn from an exploration of fifty failed proposals 

in Montana. Park-making is a pluralistic and often 

unpredictable process. Montana proposals came from 

a wide array of government officials and ordinary citi

zens. T he NPS sent field survey teams to investigate 

most areas and used experience and established cri

teria to determine the worth of each. Underscoring 

the democratic nature of park creation, the public 

continued to participate during the tortuous political 

process, occasionally denying park status to excep

tional resources like the Big Open. 

In addition, Montana proposals suggest the 

overall importance of historical resource sites both 

to government officials and the public. In the state, 

historical park proposals fo cused strongly on two 

multiyear events: the Lewis and Clark Expedition 

and the drama of Native American- Euro-American 

Virginia City 's owner Charles Bovey (center) stands with 
Yellowstone superintendent L. A. Garrison (left) and Montana 
governor Tim Babcock at the plaque commemorating the 
town's landmark status circa 1962. 
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contact. They account for two-thirds of the twenty 

proposed historic sites. 

Over time, the proposals also demonstrate how 

each generation reinterprets American heritage and 

proposes areas never before considered. For example, 

Ice Age Floodways and the Emigrant and Madison 

buffalo jump areas had to wait until science and the 

public recognized glacial outwash and prehistoric 

hunting as valid parts of American heritage. 

The failed proposals also illustrate the highry selec

tive nature of park-making. The federal government 

in general and the NPS in particular do not take every 

piece of available property. The existing eight park 

units in Montana form only a small fraction of the 

areas proposed through the last 135 years. 63 Further

more, the Park Service itself turned down most of the 

proposals after finding these settings of only state or 

local significance. 

Finally, Montana's failed parks illustrate how 

America 's culture of preservation expresses itself at a 

variety of levels. More than 70 percent of the sites that 

did not rate national park status were eventually pre

served or protected in other ways. State parks, local 

parks, monuments and wilderness areas managed by 

federal land agencies, and even privately owned tour

ist sites protect resources that someone, at some time, 

valued enough to suggest they be national parks. As 

time passes, continuing interpretation of American 

heritage will draw attention to new sites or perhaps 

refocus interest on still unprotected places proposed 

in the past. Montanans have shown they support 
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preservation of natural, historical, and recreational 

sites and will continue to do so in the future. 

So while our vacation across a park-studded 

Montana landscape remains a purely fanciful jour

ney, it does reflect a real history. Montana's failed park 

proposals are a cumulative record of ideas and imagi

native responses to a landscape that Montanans and 

their political leaders felt warranted special attention 

and preservation. It is also a landscape of preservation 

still in the making, a piece of unfinished history and 

geography constituting part of a dynamic and open

ended legacy of park-making that both reflects and 

shapes its creators. Montana no doubt has more park 

proposals in its future, and perhaps a few candidates 

will survive the economic hurdles, political infighting, 

and bureaucratic morass that doomed so many others 

to failure. 
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Montana 's failed parks 
illustrate how preserva
tion in America operates 
at a variety of levels. 
More than 70 percent of 
the Montana sites that 
did not rate national park 
status were preserved or 
protect ed in other ways, 
including the Absarokas 
viewed here from the 
Paradise Valley. 


