Preserving the Spirit
of Nat ional Parks:
The U.S. Army in Yellowstone
Tim Wang
Abst ract : As the flagship U.S. National Park, Yellowstone,
throughout its administrative history, has set many
precedents for park management policies and practices
across the United States. This essay examines the period of
administration of the park by the United States Army from
1886 to 1916, which was especially formative for
Yellowstone. The army reversed the trend of ineffective
leadership in administering the park. The policies enacted
during that period ? regarding nature, wildlife, and tourism
management ? laid the groundwork for the administration of
Yellowstone. In turn, many of these best practices were
adopted by subsequent national parks. Most importantly, the
army?s work served as a major factor in the very preservation
of the national parks system. Therefore, the park
administration by the United States Army left a lasting
legacy that is still evident in both Yellowstone and many
other national parks today.

Yellowstone National Park is one of the
world?s premier national parks. As the first
national park in the world, Yellowstone
received its namesake from the Yellowstone
River,1 which runs through the heart of the
park. The park encompasses over 2.2 million
acres of land and is extremely biodiverse. There
are presently over 75 species of mammals, 322
species of bird, 16 species of fish, and 1,100
species of native plants.2 The park is also
famous for its geological wonders. It is home to
one of the largest volcanic craters in the world,
containing over 10,000 thermal features and
300 geysers. In addition, the park boasts one of
the world?s largest petrified forests, as well as
over 290 magnificent waterfalls.3
The significance of Yellowstone extends
beyond its physical space. In the words of
scholar Susan Clark,
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"Yel l owst one has al so
become ? i n addi t i on
t o a pl ace, a park, and
a regi on ? an i dea about
nat ure and our rel at i onshi p t o
i t , as wel l as an et hi c, cal l i ng
t o our mi nd our responsi bi l i t y
for our worl d.?4 As the flagship U.S.
national park, Yellowstone, throughout its
administrative history, has set many precedents
for park management policies and practices
across the United States. The period of its
administration by the U.S. Army, from 1886 to
1916, was especially formative because the army
reversed the trend of ineffective leadership in
administering the park. The policies enacted
during that period ? regarding nature, wildlife,
and tourism management ? laid the groundwork
for the administration of Yellowstone. In turn,
many of these best practices were adopted by
subsequent national parks. Most importantly,
the army?s work in Yellowstone served as a
major factor in the very preservation of the
national parks system. This paper examines how
the park?s administration by the United States
Army left a lasting legacy that is still evident in
both Yellowstone and many other U.S. national
parks today.
Pre-Admi ni st rat i on (1805 ? 1872)
Before analyzing the army administration of
Yellowstone, it is important to understand the
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decision to establish Yellowstone National Park
through the Act of Dedication in 1872. Under
the ?exclusive control of the Secretary of the
Interior,? Yellowstone National Park became
the first federal institution of its kind.16
Moreover, the creation of Yellowstone sparked
a bigger phenomenon now known as the
United States Park Movement. Thus turning
Yellowstone into a national park was a
monumental
achievement,
but
many
unforeseen challenges lay ahead.
Earl y Admi ni st rat i on (1872 ? 1886)
In the fledgling years of Yellowstone as a
national park, the administration faced a
number of obstacles. The United States
government had virtually no previous
experience in dealing with a national park.
Historian Richard Bartlett reflects that ?the
creation of Yellowstone National Park was an
experiment in government; administering such
a region hardly fell within [traditional arenas of
U.S. government authority] ? with no
experience to fall back on, the first
administrators had no profound underlying
philosophy to guide them in [administering the
park].?17 In other words, the first few park
superintendents experienced trial by fire.
Through their failures, they helped identify
policy areas crucial to the successful
maintenance of a national park. Moreover,
their struggles ushered in the era of
administration by the U.S. Army, which proved
to be a turning point for the growth of
Yellowstone. Nathaniel Langford, the park?s
first superintendent, suffered from a lack of
financial and legislative resources to effectively
regulate the park. The creation of the park
drew national attention toward Yellowstone,
which naturally led to an influx of visitors to
the area. Unfortunately, the tragedy of the
commons, whereby a common unregulated
resource is drained by the individual behavior
of those who benefit from it, occurred in full
force. The visitors exploited the park?s wildlife
to the point where it ?cause[d] harm to the
area.?18 When Langford turned to Congress for
50

public funds to install a policing force, he was
completely
turned
down.19
Historians
speculate that Congress had likely only agreed
to create Yellowstone if no cost was initially
incurred.
Yellowstone
historian
Hiram
Chittenden explains that, ?Congress would not
have created this reservation had it not
believed that no additional public burden was
to be incurred thereby.?20 Langford?s hands
were tied. In addition, due to the lack of policy
precedent for national parks, Langford was
unable to enact legislation to regulate the
park.21 To make matters worse, since the
superintendent job did not pay a salary,
Langford lived outside of Yellowstone and had
a day job as a bank examiner. As a result, his
time actually in the park was limited, which
contributed to the dysfunction of park
regulation.22 Ultimately, Langford was removed
from the post in 1877 after earning a
reputation
as
ineffective.
The
next
superintendent, Philetus W. Norris, better
handled the issues that plagued Langford and
left a much greater administrative mark on
Yellowstone. In the domain of protection of
resources, Norris set regulations to outlaw
poaching and exploitation of wildlife. In a
report to the secretary of the interior, Norris
states that, ?during the spring of 1875, more
than 2,000 elk hides, plus many bighorn sheep
and antelope hides, had been taken from the
park, and hundreds of bison and moose had
been
slaughtered.?23
To
fight
this
endangerment of wildlife, Norris created a set
of policies, which included the restriction of
long-range rifles and the domestication of
certain wildlife, such as the bison.24 Moreover,
he secured funding from Congress to hire a
gamekeeper to enforce the regulations.25 In the
domain of scientific study within the park,
Norris ? who was the ?ethnologist, zoologist,
archaeologist, and geologist [of ] the park? ?
contributed
greatly
to
the
scientific
understanding of the ecological niches of the
park. This knowledge, both quantitative and
qualitative, enabled the introduction of more
informed administrative policies for the park.
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Christina Hahn, 2016
The army implemented year-round patrols
from strategically placed outposts. The
increased permanent presence proved to be
effective in reducing vandalism in the park.
While the views concerning wildlife and
resource management policy varied slightly
among army superintendents, there was a
common goal of protecting wildlife. Some were
in favor of absolute protection of wildlife, as
part of the larger ?Yellowstone Crusade?
movement, while others were more in favor of
the enjoyment of the wildlife as natural
curiosities.38 However, even the less stringent
superintendents, such as Frazier Boutelle, had
policies that reflected the administration?s
appreciation for wildlife. For example, the army
administration worked to preserve the bison
population in the early 1900s. They built a
buffalo ranch and hired a salaried buffalo
keeper to replenish the wild herd. In fact, by
52

1916, the 72 bison herd roaming the park was
the last remaining wild herd in the United
States.39 Along these same lines, the army
restocked the park?s rivers and lakes with fish,
with up to 150,000 trout and salmon
introduced by 1890.40 Over the course of their
administration, the army added an estimated 9
million fish.41 Meanwhile, the network of
troopers in the park prevented poaching and
exploitation of natural resources. A poaching
incident in Yellowstone directly influenced the
passage of the Lacey Act in 1900, the first
federal law protecting wildlife.42 This
monumental law banned ?all hunting, or the
killing, wounding, or capturing at any time of
any bird or wild animal [except to protect
human life],?43 and provided the legal backing
to effectively enforce preservation regulations.
The army also addressed tourism and public
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Underwood Johnson were both openly
impressed by the army?s work and in turn
called for military control of the entire public
domain.55 To help ease the transition process, a
small group of 21 veterans remained behind in
Yellowstone as permanent, salaried park
rangers.56 They proved critical to the early
years of civilian administration because they
were already experienced in managing the
park. This empowered the National Park
Service to refine and build upon the army?s
administrative policies in order to display and
preserve Yellowstone?s natural magnificence.
Since the National Park Service has taken
over, they have instituted new policies and
revised preexisting ones to adapt to the
changing times and needs of the American
people. However, the fundamental guiding
principles of the park, especially regarding
preservation and management, remained
constant
from
the period
of
army
administration. In fact, the very bill that
created the National Park Service was heavily
influenced by the spirit of army administration
in Yellowstone. The bill aimed to protect the
park through regulations and conservation,
while still providing the opportunity for the
American people to experience the natural
magnificence of the national parks. The bill
specifically states:

army established transformative legislative and
cultural precedents.
This influence is aptly summarized by the
National Park Service?s own rendition of its
history:
The national park idea was part of a new view
of the nation?s responsibility for the public
domain. By the end of the 1800s, many
thoughtful people no longer believed that
wilderness should be fair game for the first
person who could claim and plunder it. They
believed its fruits were the rightful possession
of all the people, including those yet unborn.59

Essentially, Yellowstone became the paradigm
for the national parks idea, which gradually
took hold in the consciousness of the American
public. Since then, the National Park Service
has grown significantly in size and influence.
Today, the national parks system contains over
400 areas, which covers over 84 million acres
across all 50 states.60 Regardless of the
changing times, the spirit of the Yellowstone
policies under the army remains firmly
embedded in the core values of the National
Park Service. Thus, over the course of its 30
year administration, the army not only saved
Yellowstone National Park but elevated and
empowered all national U.S. parks for
generations to come.

[The NPS?s] fundamental purpose [is to]
conserve the scenery and the natural and
historic objects and the wild life therein and to
provide for the enjoyment of the same in such
manner and by such means as we will leave
them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future
generations.57

This mindset, along with many administrative
policies, has been successfully applied to other
major national parks around the country, such
as Yosemite, Sequoia, and General Grant.58
While the army administration in Yellowstone
fulfilled its duty of preserving a beautiful piece
of nature, it achieved the far greater goal of
preserving the very idea and spirit of national
parks. By protecting the first national park, the
54
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