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Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve 

Legislative History, 1920-1996 

Introduction: Contrasting Images of the Prairie Landscape 

During the nineteenth century, the midcontinental plains were alternately disparaged as an 

inhospitable desert and rhapsodized as a verdant garden, depending on the mindset of the viewer, the 

vantage point, and the motive for recording an observation. Ever since explorers Zebulon Pike and 

Stephen Long created the image of the Great American Desert that emblazoned early maps of the West, 

writers and artists have been recording contradictory human responses to the prairied landscapes of 

America.1 

After traveling from the Atlantic seaboard to the Wabash River through "a thousand miles of 

gloomy forest," George Flower found the "beautiful and light expanses" of the eastern Illinois prairie 

"most enchanting." To Washington Irving, whose native habitat was the eastern forest, there was 

"something inexpressibly lonely in the solitude of the prairie." Charles Dickens found nothing in the 

American prairie landscape remotely pleasing or even interesting: "...its very flatness and extent, which 

left nothing to the imagination, tamed it down and cramped its interest." Walt Whitman's imagination, 

conversely, led him to wonder whether the prairies and plains, more than Yosemite, Niagara Falls, and 

Upper Yellowstone, were not truly "North America's characteristic landscape " 

The vast majority of Euro-Americans who explored and settled the mid-continent, however, 

mainly saw economic potential inherent in the prairie. Louis Joliet, exploring the Upper Mississippi 

Valley in 1673, noted that "a settler would not there spend ten years in cutting down and burning the 

trees; on the very day of his arrival, he could put his plough into the ground."2 Writing 250 years later, 

Herbert Quick compared the fertility of Iowa's tallgrass prairie to mother's milk: "Bird, flower, grass, 



cloud, wind, and the immense expanse of sunny prairie, swelling up into undulations like a woman's 

breasts, turgid with milk for a human race."3 

Artist George Catlin stands virtually alone among those who confronted the undomesticated 

prairies in suggesting that a portion of them be preserved, and his nineteenth-century appeal found an 

audience in the twentieth. As much ethnographer as artist, Catlin understood the impending fate of 

those American Indian cultures he rendered meticulously on canvas and of the vast grassland plains that 

sustained them. His attitude toward Native Americans was typically ethnocentric for the times. 

Nonetheless, he genuinely lamented the anticipated loss of dramatic "wilderness" that indigenous 

peoples inhabited and gave life to. As early as 1832, Catlin called for a government policy that would 

create a "nation's park, containing man and beast, in all the wild and freshness of their nature's 

beauty."4 

A century passed before the loss of prairie landscape reached proportions that could no longer 

be ignored. By then, the economic value of the prairie was not only fully understood; it had been fully 

appropriated. 

A Grassland Preservation Ethic Emerges: 1920-1956 

By 1920, natural scientists located in the Midwest-—especially at the University of Nebraska, 

the University of Iowa, Iowa State University (then College), and the University of Illinois—were 

seriously studying prairie flora, identifying prairie types, and increasingly alarmed at how little was left 

undisturbed. Sometime during the decade, Victor E. Shelford, of the University of Illinois, and the 

National Research Council's Committee of the Ecology of North American Grasslands began studying 

the prospects for a large grassland preserve in the Great Plains. They studied eleven sites and found 

four with sufficient floristic integrity to be considered true prairie. In 1930, Shelford, supported by the 

Ecological Society of America, proposed that one of these sites, a large area straddling Nebraska and 
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South Dakota, be incorporated into the national park system.5 This proposal marked the beginning of 

continual efforts to establish a national prairie park in the United States. 

The Great Depression and the Dust Bowl diverted attention from a national prairie park during 

the 1930s. Instead, New Deal land-use planners and agricultural economists tackled the more 

immediate, and interrelated, problems of soil erosion, soil exhaustion, agricultural overproduction, 

depressed agricultural market prices, and increasingly degraded farm life. Under the 1934 Bankhcad-

Jones Farm Tenant Act, the federal government acquired 11.3 million acres of submarginal farmland. 

Of this, 2.64 million acres in the Great Plains were eventually designated as national grasslands and 

placed mostly under U.S. Forest Service management.6 The National Park Service, meantime, rejected 

a proposed grassland park in Texas and remained more focused on acquiring parks with awe-inspiring 

topography, spectacular natural scenery, or unequivocal national historical importance. Only two Great 

Plains landscapes met the traditional test for parks during the 1930s and 1940s: Badlands National 

Monument in South Dakota, designated in 1939, and Theodore Roosevelt Memorial Park in North 

Dakota (1947), the latter of which comprises two island units surrounded by the Little Missouri 

National Grasslands in North Dakota.7 

National grasslands, however, were intended to be land reclamation and demonstration areas, 

not substitutes for an authentic prairie park as first proposed in 1930. In cooperation with the NPS, the 

Ecological Society of America and the National Research Council's Committee on the Ecology of North 

American Grasslands continued to examine short-grass prairie sites for a grassland national park. Dr. 

John E. Weaver, an ecologist at the University of Nebraska, and other scientists investigated and 

reported on a variety of areas in Nebraska, Colorado, Wyoming, Montana, Kansas, and the Dakotas. 

By 1940, these studies resulted in a new proposal for a Great Plains national monument located west of 

the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation in South Dakota and a smaller area in extreme northwest Nebraska.8 

World War II, however, intervened before this proposal could lead to any legislative action. 
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Following the war there was renewed interest in preserving grasslands. In a 1950 report to the 

National Resources Council, the Department of Agriculture, which had initiated acquisition of national 

grasslands in the 1930s, recommended the preservation of large expanses of six different types of 

grasslands in the West. In 1956, the Secretary of the Interior's Advisory Board formally recommended 

additional studies for the purpose of identifying and acquiring grasslands for inclusion in the national 

park system. This recommendation correlated with ongoing grassland studies commissioned by NPS 

and, more generally, with MISSION 66, an intensive ten-year development program (1956-1966) 

initiated during the administration of NPS Director Conrad Wirth? 

The Pottawatomie County Park Proposal: 1958-1963 

During the nearly three decades between 1930 and 1958, the broad concept of a grasslands 

national park gradually narrowed in focus to a tallgrass prairie park, which was promoted as being 

"true" prairie. However, just as ambivalence over the meaning and value of America's grasslands was 

expressed by early observers, so did ambivalence and controversy mark the long endeavor to create a 

"true" or tallgrass prairie national park in a specific location. The first contested area was located in 

Pottawatomie County, Kansas. 

Between 1954 and 1958, G.W. Tomanek and F.W. Albertson, professors at Fort Hays State 

College (now University), studied twenty-four areas in Colorado, the Dakotas, Nebraska, Wyoming, 

New Mexico, Montana, Texas, and Kansas. These studies were funded by the NPS and endorsed by 

the Advisory Board of National Parks, Historic Sites, Buildings and Monuments. The results of the 

Tomanek-Albertson investigations became the basis for NPS recommendations issued in 1958.10 In the 

1958 report, Proposal for a True Prairie National Park, the NPS called for a 34,000-acre park in 

Pottawatomie County, Kansas. In 1959, the Advisory Board recommended for inclusion in the park 

system a 34,000-acre site east of Tuttlc Creek Reservoir, near Manhattan in Pottawatomie County, 

Kansas. This recommendation appeared to have initial local support, at least through the Manhattan 
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Area Park Development Association, founded in 1958 to promote both the Tuttle Creek Reservoir, an 

Army Corps of Engineers project, and the establishment of a grassland national park in Pottawatomie 

County.11 The stage was thus set for the NPS to initiate legislative efforts for the purpose of 

establishing a prairie national park in a specific locale. 

The next year, however, when NPS final recommendations began to take shape, key differences 

emerged. The 1960 Reevaluation Study, True Prairie Grasslands, was less specific than its 

predecessor, the 1958 Proposal for a True Prairie National Park. In the I960 report, the NPS 

concluded that of the twenty-four sites surveyed, six met the criteria for preservation. These criteria 

stipulated that the area must be at least 30,000 acres; have the topography, drainage systems, 

vegetation, and wildlife species of a "typical" prairie ecosystem; be free of serious intrusions; and 

display sufficient scenic quality. A follow-up study subsequently reduced the number of "nationally 

significant" areas to four, all of them in the Flint Hills region of Kansas and Oklahoma. The four sites 

were designated Manhattan, Chase, Elk, and Osage according to city or county names where they 

respectively occurred. Of the four, the Manhattan study area (near the City of Manhattan, Kansas) was 

considered the most "feasible" for designation as a national park, inasmuch as the federal government 

already had a presence in the area. The Osage study area (located in Osage County, Oklahoma and 

parts of Cowley and Chautauqua counties, Kansas) was considered the most "suitable," based on 

12 

natural qualities. 

Another 1960 NPS study, Statement Analyzing Studies and Preliminary Plan for Proposed 

Prairie National Park, called for a 57,000-acre site east of and abutting Tuttle Creek Reservoir. This 

recommendation not only increased the acreage, but, more importantly, eliminated a corridor of land 

separating the 34,000-acrc site and Tuttle Creek Reservoir. 13 The two differing recorrunendations 

reflected the emergence of local desires to exploit the recreational potential of the new reservoir. In 

March of I960 the Pottawatomie County Commission approved the proposed national park as long as 
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the boundaries were not extended to the shore of Turtle Creek Reservoir. As a result, NPS officials 

decided to make two separate recommendations to Congress, one with a buffer zone between the park 

and the reservoir and one without. The NPS clearly favored the proposal without the buffer zone, but 

county commissioners were equally adamant that a mile-wide strip be established for economic 

development. The Kansas congressional delegation sided with the county commission.14 

The final 1961 NPS planning report, A Proposed Prairie National Park, maintained the 

agency's preferred plan, despite local opposition. As envisioned in the final recommendations, visitors 

could drive through a 57,000-acre park along a road winding from the shores of the reservoir through 

restored prairie, stopping at viewing areas along the way. They could also hike trails on foot or ride 

horses on equestrian trails. Proposed amenities included campgrounds, picnic areas, and an interpretive 

center.15 

As NPS recommendations were being finalized, legislation also was under discussion. As early 

as 1959, Rep. William Avery [R] apparently requested the assistance of the NPS in drafting a bill that 

would authorize the creation of a 34,000-acre park. Kansas senators Andrew F. Schoeppel [R] and 

Frank Carlson [R] joined Avery in supporting the creation of a park, but the three publicly announced 

that they would await completion of NPS studies before taking any legislative action.16 The next year 

Rep. Avery and Sens. Schoeppel and Carlson introduced companion bills. Instead of a 34,000-acre 

park, the bills called for a 57,000-acre park, which accorded with NPS final recommendations, and the 

proposed boundary had been extended westward to the shores of Turtle Creek Reservoir.17 

Even at this early stage, area residents were dividing into proponents and opponents. Among 

proponents, Bill Colvin, a member of the Manhattan Area Park Development Association, was the most 

visible. Colvin, who was employed as editor of'the Manhattan Mercury, began supporting the park 

idea in the newspaper. Not coincidentally, the Manhattan Mercury was owned by the family of Fred 

Seaton, who served as Secretary of the Interior from 1956 to 1961 under President Dwight D. 
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Eisenhower.'8 Developing multipurpose flood control reservoirs to serve a variety of outdoor 

recreational demands was a priority of the Eisenhower administration. The Kansas state park system 

was moving in this direction at the same time, so the idea of meshing a federal flood control project with 

a new national park was in line with the thinking of the times to meet growing demand for outdoor 

recreation. 

Opposition began to form in part because of the Turtle Creek flood control project. After a 

devastating flood in 1951, which took forty-one lives and the homes of 100,000 people in Manhattan, 

Topeka, and Kansas City, the Army Corps of Engineers found enough local and congressional support 

to move forward with the proposed Turtle Creek Dam Project, first proposed in 1931. The need for a 

large flood control dam and reservoir had been a contested local issue since then; and, as the Turtle 

Creek project moved to reality, passions rose higher among landowners and soil conservationists who 

opposed the "big dam" solution to flood control. Additionally, the Corps dragged its feet in 

constructing new roads, which had been promised so that nearby landowners would not be 

inconvenienced when the reservoir began to fill. As a result, by the late 1950s the Corps and the federal 

bureaucracy in general were considered "the enemy" to many citizens of Pottawatomie County.19 

Before passions could cool, the proposed national prairie park became another target for those 

who felt as though the federal government had acted arrogantly in taking agricultural land to impound 

the waters of Turtle Creek. The initial 34,000-acre concept of 1959 attempted to mitigate local 

controversy by stipulating a corridor of land to separate the flood control reservoir and the park. 

However, the corridor concept also conveniently allowed for considerable private recreational 

development, which generated local interest and support among business people. Proposed legislation in 

I960, which promulgated an "ideal" park of 57,000 acres without the buffer zone, was thus politically 

risky from the outset. It did not entirely please proponents who wanted a corridor along the reservoir 

for private recreational development, and it confirmed the worst fears of opponents because it would 
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take more land. In 1961, when legislation was reintroduced in the 87th Congress, the odds against 

passage probably increased, inasmuch as these bills would have authorized the Secretary of the Interior 

to acquire up to 60,000 acres. A provision authorizing the federal government to take this many acres 

by eminent domain was a further irritant.20 

Still, there was enough local support that the Avery and Schoeppel-Carlson bills might have 

passed with some amendments. Pottawatomie County commissioners, who generally supported the 

proposal, asked the NPS to consider restoring the corridor concept. NPS officials hedged by submitting 

two separate recommendations. Under the leadership of Dr. E. Raymond Hall, professor of ecology and 

director of the Museum of Natural History at the University of Kansas, proponents in northeast Kansas 

organized another group, the Prairie National Park Natural History Association.2' This group requested 

that Governor John Anderson seek a substantial appropriation from the state legislature to assist the 

federal government with purchase of park lands.22 Despite rising opposition, the state legislature 

approved a $100,000 appropriation in February 1962, contingent upon Congress passing legislation to 

establish the park.23 

Opponents, who were slower to organize, eventually captured enough momentum to kill the 

congressional bills. A key episode in this turn of fortunes took place on December 4, 1961, when cattle 

rancher Carl Bellinger confronted Secretary of Interior Stewart Udall and NPS Director Conrad Wirth 

on grazing land that Bellinger was leasing in the Twin Mound area. Although first-hand accounts of the 

Twin Mound Incident vary in the details, Bellinger happened to be on the property when Udall's 

entourage, traveling in two helicopters, landed near Twin Mound to rendezvous with a tour guide. 

Instead, Bellinger met Udall as he deplaned and, wielding a gun, ordered him off the property. Caught 

off-guard, a stunned Udall returned to his helicopter. Reporters and photographers, however, were on 

hand to record the brief event, and the news traveled well beyond local headlines. Accordingly, 

Bellinger became something of a local legend for taking on the federal government. His "standoff' gave 
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rise to the first opposition group, the Twin Mound Ranchers, and more-or-less set the thematic tone for 

every legislative effort that followed.24 

The Twin Mound Incident would have been sufficient buffeting, but it proved to be only a 

prelude to the opposition that greeted Udall and Wirth at public meetings later the same day. At the 

Pottawatomie County Commission chambers Bellinger was once again on hand to voice his opinion 

before a packed audience. Two other people presented signed statements of opposition. Ranchers and 

farmers, affronted because the NPS had not included them in the planning process, began coming 

together against the park on principle; and real estate developers wanted the corridor area restored so 

the shore of Tuttle Creek Reservoir could be developed with home sites.25 

One day of news-making controversy, however, was not enough to stop the Pottawatomie 

County proposal entirely. New bills were introduced in 1963 by Congressman Avery and Senators 

James Pearson [RJ and Frank Carlson. A key component of both bills was a provision that would 

establish an advisory committee to determine the proposed park boundary on the Tuttle Creek Reservoir 

side.26 The strategy did not work. By this time, the Twin Mound Ranchers Association was organized 

for opposition and endorsed by the Kansas Livestock Association. In July 1963 the Twin Mound 

Ranchers staged a local public hearing to publicize its opposition, then sent a delegation to Washington, 

D.C. in August to attend hearings of the Senate Public Lands Subcommittee. Senator Pearson testified 

on behalf of Kansans who supported legislation, which officially included the governor and the state 

legislature. Anthony W. Smith, president and general counsel of the National Parks [and Conservation] 

Association, however, cautioned the senators not to allow "enlargement of the national park system... by 

riding roughshod over human property and lives." When subcommittee members from western states 

lined up with local opponents criticizing the park proposal, chances for a favorable report vanished. 

Pearson's bill died in committee, and the Pottawatomie County proposal faded away.27 
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Reconsidering the Kansas-Oklahoma Flint Hills Options: 1963-1970 Interlude 

No new federal legislation was introduced during the remainder of the 1960s, but public interest 

continued and the prairie park idea remained a focus of study and discussion at the state level as well as 

within the NPS. In 1965, the NPS proposed a Prairie-Great Plains Tourway stretching 1400 miles 

north from Oklahoma to the North Dakota-Montana border. This proposal appears to have evolved 

from a number of sources: the 1962 report of the Outdoor Recreation Resources Review Commission, 

the Great River Road program along the Mississippi River, and legislation passed by the 88th Congress 

authorizing the Lewis and Clark Tourway. The Prairie-Great Plains Tourway concept included three 

"national parkway" segments that were considered to be of greater national significance and would be 

treated similarly to the Blue Ridge and Natchez Trace Parkways. Proposed as parkway segments were 

a 145-mile Great Prairie Parkway through the Flint Hills from Pawhuska, Oklahoma to Council Grove, 

Kansas; a 100-mile Sandhills National Parkway through centra! northern Nebraska; and a Sioux-

Badlands National Parkway in South Dakota.28 

Another NPS study reconsidered the remaining three options that had been presented in the 

1960 Reevaluation Study: sites designated as Chase County, Kansas; Elk County, Kansas; and Osage 

County, Oklahoma. This study, requested by the National Parks Subcommittee of the Senate Interior 

and Insular Affairs Committee, led to a 1965 report, The Living Prairie, which compared several 

aesthetic and land-management factors and then ranked the three areas in terms of desirability. The 

Oklahoma site, which extended into Chautauqua County, Kansas, was ranked highest. The Chase 

County and Elk County areas were ranked second and third respectively. All three sites, however, 

occurred along the proposed Prairie-Great Plains Tourway Route. The Living Prairie report also noted 

that Dr. Raymond Hall of the University of Kansas had been contacting philanthropic sources seeking 

support for land acquisition. No potential benefactors were named, but the idea of working with private 

entities to acquire land and then slowly phase out livestock use through regulated grazing leases was 
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clearly under discussion.29 These studies helped to sustain interest in a prairie national park, but 

without political leadership the movement really was at a standstill. The only result was the marking of 

a north-south highway route through Kansas as the "Prairie Parkway."30 

Walter Hickel, during his brief tenure as Secretary of the Interior (1969-1970) in the Nixon 

administration, signaled that he would support a new legislative effort. At a 1969 Republican fund-

raising dinner in Salina, Hickel, a Kansas native, announced that he "encouraged... another bid for the 

creation of a prairie national park."3' Several statewide groups now added their support to that of the 

Prairie National Park Natural History Association. Later that year, the Kansas Wildlife Federation, the 

Kansas Recreation and Park Association, and the Kansas State Teachers Association all passed 

resolutions urging the creation of a park in Kansas.32 

The following year, after the Kansas legislature rejected a bill to establish a seven-member 

governor's commission to "work for the establishment of a Prairie National Park," Governor Robert 

Docking took the initiative and appointed a fifteen-member Governor's Prairie National Park Advisory 

Committee.33 Bill Colvin of the Manhattan Mercury was named chair, and the governor's advisory 

committee immediately initiated discussions with members of the Kansas congressional delegation. 

Senators James Pearson [R] and Robert Dole [R] and Representatives Chester Mize [R] and Joe 

Skubitz [R] reportedly expressed initial interest. The advisory committee also contacted the NPS to 

discuss possible locations. Pottawatomie County was not among them, but Colvin made it clear that the 

committee was only considering areas in the eastern tallgrass region of the state.34 A December 4, 1970 

meeting of the committee confirmed this focus. Discussion centered on the recent passage of P.L. 91-

462, which directed the Secretary of the Interior to conduct a feasibility study of lands in Oklahoma and 

Kansas historically associated with Euro-American settlement in the Cherokee Strip. Rep. Skubitz, 

whose district included the Kansas portion of the feasibility study, introduced the bill that became P.L. 

91-462, which carried a $30,000 appropriation. However, the governor's advisory committee did not 
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support Skubitz's bill. Instead, the committee voted to hold a joint meeting with the Kansas 

congressional delegation and ask for the introduction of legislation to create a prairie park entirely in 

Kansas. The committee purposely avoided recommending specific locations and size, hoping to avert 

renewed opposition.35 

Kansas Flint Hills v. Cherokee Strip Proposals: 1971-1973 

In 1971, two competing proposals entered the legislative hopper. In June of that year the 

Governor's advisory committee, backed by the Prairie National Park Natural History Association, other 

environmental groups, universities, newspapers, and an untold number of individuals, presented the 

Kansas congressional delegation with a formal request for legislation.36 Rep. Larry Winn, Jr. [R] of 

Overland Park and Sen. James Pearson responded by introducing companion bills similar to the failed 

Pottawatomie County proposals of the early 1960s. That is, both bills called for a 60,000-acre prairie 

park. However, neither bill specified a location other than within the State of Kansas.37 Even though 

the location was left unspecified, everyone understood the intent was to establish a prairie park 

somewhere in the Flint Hills of Kansas. Corresponding support For the Winn-Pearson bills came 

primarily from residents of northeast Kansas.38 Also in 1971, Sen. Henry Bellmon of Oklahoma 

introduced a bill to expand the study authorized by P.L. 91-462 to include the Oklahoma Panhandle.39 

No action was taken on this bill. 

The NPS withheld support from both bills, in part because of continuing local controversy and 

in part because the Cherokee Strip proposal taking legislative shape in Skubitz's office was for a 

historical park thematically linked to nineteenth-century cattle trails. Although the Cherokee Strip 

concept included 30,000 acres of grassland, NPS staff advised that it was not :true prairie" and worried 

that the proposal, should it gain momentum, would dilute support for a prairie park in the "choice area" 

of Osage County, Oklahoma.40 Instead of supporting either proposal, the NPS suggested amending 

Pearson's bill to authorize another study, similar to the study authorized by P.L. 91-462.41 
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On the local level, supporters of the Flint Hills proposal held some hope that Skubitz would 

help advance the Winn bill through the National Parks Subcommittee of the House Committee on 

Interior and Insular Affairs, of which he was the ranking minority member42 However, by mid-1972, 

both the Winn and Pearson bills were still locked in subcommittee and hope for support from Skubitz 

had faded. Prairie park proponents located primarily in Winn's district in northeast Kansas thus formed 

a new lobbying group to shore up support. The People for Prairie Park League, as the group was 

known, had the backing of the Prairie National Park Natural History Association and a variety of other 

environmental groups that were organizing in the early 1970s.43 

Photographer Patricia DuBose Duncan was a prominent figure in the People for Prairie Park 

League. She wrote articles, served as a local liaison to elected officials and national environmental 

organizations, and generally helped to coordinate local affairs. In a 1972 article, Duncan expressed 

concern that Rep. Skubitz shared "the same general philosophy" of cattlemen and other prairie park 

opponents.44 It was a concern widely shared by park proponents in northeast Kansas. 

Meantime, the Kansas Livestock Association took the lead in opposing the Winn-Pearson bills 

and proposed instead a 600 mile "prairie parkway" loop consisting of observation viewpoints along 

existing highways through the Flint Hills45 Clif Barron, a Cambridge rancher, is credited with 

originating the "prairie parkway" or "ribbon park" idea, but the concept is also traceable to the Prairie-

Great Plains Tourway proposed by the NPS in 1965. The major difference was that Barron envisioned 

a scenic loop following county roads on both the east and west sides of the Flint Hills, not a single 

highway corridor.46 

Hoping to unify agriculturists and environmentalists, various groups in Manhattan, Kansas, 

formed the Manhattan Citizens for the Tallgrass National Park. The Manhattan Citizens took the 

position that "range abuse by ranchers," perceived or real, was "not a valid point for having a park" and 
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proposed that some sort of landmark or museum commemorating the "ranching heritage" of Kansas be 

erected "in conjunction with the preservation of the natural ecosystem."47 

The flurry of citizen organizing that took place in 1971 and 1972 succeeded in drawing the 

general lines of battle, agriculturists v. environmentalists, but it produced no evidence of strong support 

among Kansans in general either for or against a national prairie park. This was reason enough for 

other members of the Kansas congressional delegation to adopt a wait-and-see attitude, as they did. 

Moreover, national conservation and environmental organizations were not yet taking much interest in 

the proposition. As a result, the 1971 Winn-Pearson bills died in committee. 

Rep. Skubitz captured the spotlight early in 1973 by calling attention to the NPS's study report 

on the proposed Cherokee Strip National Historic Park. The preliminary report, prepared in January, 

recommended combining Skubitz's proposed Cherokee Strip historic park with a tallgrass prairie 

segment. Before the preliminary report had even been approved internally, Skubitz requested that NPS 

Director Ronald Walker expand the study to include additional recreational areas, especially lakes and 

reservoirs, and related historic sites of local as well as national significance. He further requested that 

the director have prepared a legislative proposal "that would include the recommendations now in the 

Cherokee Strip Report with the most appropriate segments of tallgrass prairie, the combined total of 

which should not exceed 60,000 acres...."48 

Skubitz lost no time in promoting his proposal as a "prairie park" that might appeal to both 

ranchers and environmentalists. Speaking at the annual meeting of the Kansas Recreation and Park 

Association, he made it clear that he did not support the concept of a large park focused solely or 

primarily on preserving an expanse of tallgrass prairie. Such a park, in his estimation, would not attract 

enough tourists to offset the loss of property tax revenue when land shifted to public ownership.49 He 

also announced the formation of a Kansas Advisory Team to work with the NPS to develop the 

"integrated park system" he had in mind. Members of his advisory team represented a broad spectrum 
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of interests: Bill Colvin, chair of the Governor's Prairie National Park Advisory Committee; rancher 

Clif Barron; directors of the Kansas Park and Resources Authority, State Historical Society, and State 

Water Resources Board; the executive secretary of the Kansas Soil Conservation Committee; the 

director of the Kansas District Corps of Engineers; and a private citizen from Council Grove, located in 

the heart of the Flint Hills.50 

Whatever the merits of the combined Cherokee Strip-Tallgrass Prairie proposal, it only 

succeeded in polarizing opposing sides. Environmentalists in northeast Kansas banded together in a 

new group, Save the Tallgrass Prairie, Inc. (STP), organized in January 1973. Two months later, STP 

announced that while it did not exactly oppose the Cherokee Strip Park concept, it was concerned that 

the tallgrass prairie segment meet the criteria established by earlier NPS studies and therefore 

recommended a separate national park on the eastern slopes of the Flint Hills in Kansas. This was 

quickly followed by legislative "guidelines'1 for a tallgrass prairie park at a specific location south of 

Emporia.51 

Ranchers and landowners in the Flint Hills countered by organizing the Kansas Grassroots 

Association (KGA) in March 1973. The KGA was willing to support Clif Barron's scenic loop idea, 

but it withheld support for Skubitz's Cherokee Strip proposal and campaigned against STP. In May 

1973, KGA chairman J. Manuel Hughes informed the NPS that the organization had "at least 6,000 

signatures, gathered all over the State of Kansas" protesting a prairie park. Hughes went on to conclude 

that "except for a hard-core group in Kansas City and its environs, and in Lawrencef,] Kansas[,] at our 

state university, I believe we can safely say that the big majority of Kansans do not want such a park."5 

As 1973 progressed, a host of organizations took positions for or against or somewhere in 

between. The Kansas Ornithological Society and the American Institute of Architects generally 

endorsed a tallgrass prairie park. The Wichita Branch of Friends of the Earth specifically supported a 
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30,000-60,000-acrc natural park.53 Skubitz appealed to the KGA to drop its opposition to a prairie 

park, but to no avail.54 

Kansans Divide: The Winn Bills, 1973-1980 

Throughout the 1970s, Congressman Winn continued to champion a national prairie park in 

Kansas, while Kansans became increasingly divided on the prospect. In 1973, Winn introduced another 

bill for a 60,000-acre park, after which the Special Committee on Environmental Protection of the 

Kansas House of Representatives called a public hearing to listen to what Kansans had to say.55 At the 

August 30th hearing, the Kansas Livestock Association, the Kansas Farm Bureau, and the Kansas 

Association of Conservation Districts lined up with the KGA to oppose a large prairie park. The KGA 

also offered a counter suggestion that the federal government transfer land from the Fort Riley Military 

Reservation and around several Corps of Engineers reservoirs to the NPS for park purposes. The 

Kansas Association of Commerce and Industry, Kansas Association of Garden Clubs, and Kansas City 

Junior Leagues lined up with STP in favor of a large park. Speaking on behalf of the STP, Patricia 

Duncan announced that the group had identified a suitable 60,000-acre tract south of Emporia. Clif 

Barron and the Kansas Park and Recreation Authority endorsed the prairie parkway concept. And the 

Kansas Hotel and Motel Association went on record in favor of a large park developed similar to 

Disneyland.56 

The Special Committee on Environmental Protection, which was charged with recommending a 

position that the Kansas Legislature could support to the congressional delegation, debated its options 

for two months trying to find consensus. When it finally reported back to the legislature in late October, 

it recommended a cautious position stating that "should the federal government choose to preserve [the 

natural] heritage'1 of the Flint Hills, "full consideration should be given to the possibility of utilizing the 

Ft. Riley federal enclave and other federal lands to accomplish these purposes." The committee also 
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recommended that the Kansas Legislature "reserve further consideration of a tall grass prairie park until 

after completion of a feasibility study by the U.S. Park Service."S7 

Larry Winn remained the sole member of the Kansas congressional delegation supporting a 

tallgrass prairie park. Despite lack of support from other members of the delegation, Winn continued 

the campaign. His determination did not spring from "extreme" environmental ism, though. Rather, he 

just believed that the Flint Hills "was some of the most beautiful land in the country" and that Kansans 

"ought to do something to put it into some kind of park or preserve."58 After learning that the 

Department of the Army had virtually no land at Fort Riley that it was willing to give up, Winn 

suggested to park proponents that private entities begin buying land in the Flint Hills for eventual 

transfer to the NPS.59 

As 1973 drew to a close, six members of the congressional delegation did come together to 

support yet another feasibility study by the NPS. Secretary of the Interior Rogers C.B. Morton agreed 

to another study at the request of Senators Pearson and Dole and Congressman Winn, joined by Rep. 

Garner E. Shriver [R], Rep. Keith G. Sebclius [R], and Rep. Bill Roy [D]. Congressman Joe Skubitz, 

still the ranking Republican member of the National Park Subcommittee of the House Interior and 

Insular Affairs Committee, did not join in the request. In yielding to the request, Secretary Morton 

warned that any proposal for a prairie national park in Kansas "would remain dormant until Kansans 

ended their division and presented a united front...."60 

Both sides continued posturing while Winn's bill remained stalled in committee. In the Kansas 

Legislature the issue headed toward polarization. To counter the proposed concurrent resolution sought 

by the Special Committee on Environmental Protection, Kansas State Senator Frank Gaines [D-

Augusta] introduced a resolution early in 1974 requesting that Congress reject any bill to establish a 

tallgrass prairie park in the Flint Hills. In so doing, he defended ranchers in his Flint Hills district, who 

were "do[ing] a better job of keeping [the prairie] up than the federal government could."61 Gaines's 
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