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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. 
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Even were he not my boss, 1 would give the landmarks program a fa­

vorable prognosis under its current overseer, Chief Historian Edwin C, 

Bearss of the National Park Service, who assigned this anniversary history 

and contributed much from personal knowledge and insight. Historians 

Benjamin Levy, in immediate charge of the program, and James H, Charleton 

shared their extensive familiarity with its progress since the late 1960s, 

Associate Director Jerry L. Rogers and his predecessor, Ernest Allen Con-

nally—senior statesmen in Park Service preservation—offered their views 

on its past and present roles in the preservation movement, Verne E. 

Chatelain, Herbert E. Kahler, and Robert M. lit ley, former chief historians 

of the Service, recalled key events and trends spanning more than 40 years. 

Others in and outside the Service provided valuable information, among 

them P. Ross Holland, Jr., Richard H. Howland, Merrill J. Mattes, Fred L, 

Rath, Jr., Horace J, Sheely, Jr., Charles W. Snell, and Jean E. Travers. 

As usual, Gay Mackintosh donated her expert editorial assistance, I thank 

them all. 

Now to celebrate. 

Barry Mackintosh 
September 1984 
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THE PREWAR YEARS 

Setting the Framework 

The United States, traditionally reliant on private initiative in 

most areas of social concern, was late among Western nations to assume 

governmental responsibility for recognizing and preserving historic or 

cultural properties. Congress took a step in this direction in 1889, 

when it authorized the President to reserve a tract in Arizona contain­

ing the prehistoric Casa Grande ruin, • Spurred by powerful veterans' 

organizations, it began during the next decade to establish parks under 

War Department administration at major battlefields, and it went on to 

provide care for battle sites of earlier American conflicts. Its first 

general preservation enactment was the Antiquities Act of 1906, which 

authorized the President to proclaim and reserve as national monuments 

"historic landmarks, historic and prehistoric structures, and other ob­

jects of historic or scientific interest," Of considerable importance 

and effect, this authority extended only to properties already held by 

or donated to the government. In keeping with the interests of its pro­

moters, most of the early national monuments proclaimed for cultural 

features encompassed prehistoric archeologlcal remains in the Southwest; 

they were joined by an array of obsolete fortifications on military res­

ervations beginning in the 1920s. 1 

ilS Stat. 961; 34 Stat. 225; Ronald F. Lee, The Origin and Evolution 
of the National Military Park Idea (Washington; National Park Service, 
1973); Ronald F. Lee, The Antiquities Act of 1906 (Washington; National 
Park Service, 1970). 
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The early preservation movement was centered in the private sector. 

Although preservationists led New York State to acquire George Washing­

ton's Newburgh headquarters in 1850, the movement was most notably exem­

plified by creation of the private Mount Vernon Ladies' Association in 

1856 to save Washington's home. By the mid-1920s there were historic house 

museums throughout the country, with the heaviest concentration among 

colonial dwellings in the Northeast. Typically they were operated by 

historical and genealogical societies for their antiquarian and educa­

tional values and for the inculcation of patriotism. The trend reached 

its apotheosis with the Colonial Williamsburg restoration begun by John D. 

Rockefeller, Jr., in 1926. This largest and most dramatic venture of its 

kind inspired new and increased efforts elsewhere, under public and pri­

vate auspices, to advance historic preservation for patriotic instruction 

and tourism promotion,2 j?ew undertakings could approach the levels of 

financial backing and public support enjoyed by Mount Vernon and Williams­

burg, and not all prospered. With the coming of the New Deal era and its 

wholesale enlargement of the public sector's role in society, it was pre­

dictable that many would turn to the government for help in caring for 

historic properties. 

The National Park Service was eager to respond. The 1916 legislation 

creating the Service as a bureau of the Interior Department included among 

its purposes "to conserve the.,.historic objects" in the parks and monu­

ments then and thereafter assigned to it. Director Stephen T. Mather and 

his assistant and successor, Horace M. Albright, began soon afterward to 

2charles B, Hosmer, Jr., Presence of the Past (New York: G. P. Put­
nam's Sons, 1965), pp. 8-9; Charles B, Hosmer, Jr., Preservation Comes of 
Age (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1981), 1: 1,3. 
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lobby for the historic military sites and prehistoric resources that re­

mained and continued to be reserved as national military parks and monu­

ments under the Agriculture and War departments. Especially in the case 

of the battlefields and forts, they were not unmotivated by a desire to 

expand their young bureau's political base and public constituency in the 

•ore populous East.3 For some time their efforts were unrewarded: through 

the 1920s the Service remained wholly Western in its cultural holdings and 

nearly so in its natural areas. 

In 1930 Albright secured two new historical parks in Virginia, George 

Washington Birthplace National Monument and Colonial National Monument, 

the latter embracing Jamestown and Yorktown. The following year the Serv­

ice hired its first park historians (at Colonial) and a chief historian 

in Washington, Verne E. Chatelain. Morristown National Historical Park, 

New Jersey, like Yorktown a Revolutionary War area that might logically 

have joined the War Department's park system, was established under Serv­

ice control in 1933. Later that year, aided by a fortuitous personal 

conversation with President Franklin D. Roosevelt, Albright finally ob­

tained by executive order the long-sought parks and monuments from the 

other federal agencies as well as the major memorials and parklands of 

the nation's capital,* The Service, previously most visible as a natural 

wilderness manager, was now firmly in command of federal historic preser­

vation activity as well. 

This administrative unification of the government's historic sites 

339 Stat. 535; Horace M. Albright _, Origins of National Park Service 
Administration of Historic Sites (Philadelphia; Eastern National Park 
and Monument Association, 1971). 

*Albright, Origins of National Park Service Administration; Execu­
tive Orders 6166 and 6628, June 10 and July 28, 1933, 5 U.S.C. §124-132. 
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was important to the development of a comprehensive, coherent federal 

preservation program. Two other significant contributors were the Ci­

vilian Conservation Corps and the Historic American Buildings Survey, 

emergency relief measures also initiated during the first year of the 

Roosevelt administration. The National Park Service oversaw the work of 

the CCC in preserving and developing state historic sites along with its 

own. HAJJS, a Park Service program funded by the Civil Works Administra­

tion, hired unemployed architects, photographers, and draftsmen to record 

significant examples of American architecture. Both programs cut across 

federal-state lines, involving the Service with historic properties and 

preservation functions regardless of jurisdiction.5 Yet their activities 

were administrative improvisations, lacking specific legal authority. To 

insure that it could continue its broad-based involvement, the Service 

needed the sanction of law. 

The result was the Historic Sites Act of August 21, 1935, articulat­

ing In its preamble "a national policy to preserve for public use historic 

sites, buildings and objects of national significance for the inspiration 

and benefit of the people of the United States." Drafted in the Interior 

Department that January, the bill was sponsored in Congress by Sen. Harry 

F. Byrd, Sr,, of Virginia and Rep. Maury Maverick of Texas, Secretary of 

the Interior Harold L. Ickes summarized its purpose in testifying before 

the House Public Lands Committee in April: "to lay a broad legal founda­

tion for a national program of preservation and rehabilitation of historic 

sites and to enable the Secretary of the Interior to carry on in a planned, 

Slarlan D. Unrau and G. Frank Williss, Administrative History: Ex­
pansion of the National Park Service in the 1930s (Denver: National Park 
Service, 1983), pp. 172-81. 
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rational and vigorous manner, an important function which, because of lack 

of legal authorization, he has hitherto had to exercise in a rather weak 

and haphazard fashion."6 

Ickes went on to advocate "a thorough survey of all historic sites 

in the country...on the basis of their national and local significance" 

as an essential first step: "This would make possible the building up of 

a unified and integrated system of national historical parks and monuments 

which, taken in their entirety, would present to the American people graph­

ic illustrations of the Nation's history." He compared this survey to 

that being undertaken by the President's National Resources Board for 

natural resources. "[A]t the same time," he said, "such a survey would 

make it possible to call to the attention of the States, municipalities, 

and local historical organizations, the presence of historical sites in 

their particular regions which the National Government cannot preserve, 

but which need attention and rehabilitation."'' 

The committee amended the administration bill to limit the Secre­

tary's ability to acquire or assist historic properties without prior con­

gressional appropriations. But its survey provision met no opposition and 

was enacted without change. It directed the Secretary of the Interior, 

through the National Park Service, to "[mjake a survey of historic and 

archaeologic sites, buildings, and objects for the purpose of determining 

6P.L. 292, 74th Congress, 49 Stat. 666j S. 2073, 74th Congress, Feb. 
28, 1935i H.R. 6670, 74th Congress, Mar. 13, 1935; U.S. Congress, House, 
Committee on the Public Lands, Preservation of Historic American Sites, 
Buildings, Objects, and Antiquities of National Significance, Hearings on 
H.R. 6670 and H.R. 6734, 74th Congress, 1st Session, Apr. 1, 2, and 5, 
1935, p. 4 (hereinafter cited as Hearings). 

See appendix for Historic Sites Act. 

'Hearings, p, 5 
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which possess exceptional value as commemorating or illustrating the his­

tory of the United States" (Section 2[b}). 

The thrust of the Historic Sites Act, evident from its language and 

legislative history, was to expand and develop the National Park System. 

To be sure, the act authorized continuation of the Historic American 

Buildings Survey (Section 2[aJ) and cooperative agreements with state and 

local governments, organizations, and individuals for the care of non­

federal historic properties not specified as nationally significant (Sec­

tion 2[e]). But the ftamers of the act envisioned that most of those 

places found from the survey to possess national significance (or "excep­

tional value") would be acquired by the Service. 

Procedures for implementing the act approved by the Secretary "in 

February 1936 reiterated this objective: "The National Park Service, 

through its Branch of Historic Sites and Buildings, snail...study and in­

vestigate historic and archeologic sites and buildings throughout the 

United States, and list, describe, tabulate, classify and evaluate such 

sites for the purpose of developing a comprehensive long-term plan for 

their acquisition, preservation and use" (emphasis added). Properties 

not acquired might be designated national historic sites under coopera­

tive agreements with their owners; such agreements would be required to 

dictate that no changes be made, no monuments or signs erected, and no 

historical information disseminated without the consent of the Park 

Service director. "In instances where doubt exists as to national his­

torical significance of a site, or other factors render acquisition un­

desirable, a cooperative agreement may be resorted to, as authorized by 

Section 2(e) of the Historic Sites Act," MPS Director Arno B. Cammerer 

declared in another policy statement that December. "Thus, the functions 



7 

of assistance in preservation, educational service, etc. will be performed 

without assumption of permanent responsibility for upkeep,"8 This out­

reach approach for unavailable or marginal properties was clearly less 

favored; the Park Service preferred more parks. 

The influx of some 40 historical parks in 1933 improved the geograph­

ical balance of the National Park System, but it was still seriously im-

balanced in its coverage of historical themes or subject matter. Prehis­

toric and military sites—battlefields and forts—now composed more than 

two-thirds of its cultural properties; other aspects of American history 

were all but ignored. The historic sites survey was viewed as a means 

not only of expanding the System but of improving its representation of 

the nation's past. 

The first recorded statement of a thematic approach to historic site 

selection appears in a 1929 report of the Committee on the Study of Edu­

cational Problems in the National Parks, appointed by Secretary of the 

Interior Roy 0. West. The report was prepared by Clark Wissler, a promi­

nent anthropologist with the American Museum of Natural History. "In 

view of the importance and the great opportunity for appreciation of the 

nature and meaning of history as represented in our National Parks and 

Monuments, it is recommended that the National Parka and Monuments con­

taining, primarily, archeological and historical materials should be 

^Letter, Acting Secretary Charles West to Director, NFS, Feb. 28, 
1936, Old Survey Procedures file, History Division, NFS; Arno B. Cammerer, 
"A Statement of Policy to Guide the Service in the Matter of the Historic 
Sites and Building Survey," Dec. 8, 1936, ibid. 

Section 2(e) of the Historic Sites Act was later reinterpreted to 
authorize cooperative agreements only for properties of national signifi­
cance. See John D. McDeraott, "Breath of Life: An Outline of the Devel­
opment of a National Policy for Historic Preservation," typescript for 
National Park Service, 1966, p. 32. 
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selected to serve as indices of periods in the historical sequence of 

human life in America...," it stated. "Further, a selection should be 

made of a number of existing monuments which in their totality may, as 

points of reference, define the general outline of man's career on this 

continent."^ 

The desirability of thematic balance was further advocated In a 1932 

memorandum from Verne Chatelain and Yellowstone Superintendent Roger W. 

Toll to Director Albright, who had asked them to consider policies for 

historic sites and programs in anticipation of acquiring the War Depart­

ment areas: 

[A] system of acquiring historic sites should include all types of 
areas that are historically important in our national development.... 
An examination of the list of areas that have been set aside as na­
tional military parks, battlefield sites and national monuments ad­
ministered by the War Department, indicates that the selection has 
not been the result of a plan or policy determined in advance, but 
rather the acceptance of areas that have been advocated from time to 
time by various proponents. Some of these areas are undoubtedly of 
the highest importance, but others may not be. Certainly the list 
does not represent all of the most important shrines of American 
history, even in the field of military endeavor. The pressure that 
has been brought in the past to bear on the War Department in the 
establishment of these national military areas will be transferred 
to the National Park Service along with the sites themselves. 

The setting up of standards for national historical sites and 
the listing and classification of areas pertinent to the development 
of the Nation seems to be of utmost importance.... [I]t is unsound, 
uneconomical and detrimental to a historical system and policy to 
study each individual area when presented and without reference to 
the entire scheme of things.10 

In a memorandum of April 1933, Chatelain discussed various possible 

strategies for historic site surveying and classification. The Service, 

^Reports with Recommendations from the Committee on Study of Educa­
tional Problems in National Parks, Jan. 9, 1929, and Nov. 27, 1929 (Wash­
ington: Department of the Interior, n.d.), p. 24. 

10Memorandum dated Dec. 12, 1932, quoted in Unrau and Williss, Ad­
ministrative History, pp. 164-65. 


