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BEGINNINGS


By the early twentieth century, most of California’s redwood forest had been leveled by the lumber industry. The American bison, which once numbered in the tens of millions across the continent, had dwindled to under a thousand. In the Florida Everglades, the astonishing bird population had plummeted due to the pressures of the plume trade.


Yet these days, a different story can be told. Nearly half of California’s remaining redwoods are preserved, with crews mobilized to replant entire hillsides in deliberate restoration efforts. American bison populations have increased twenty-five-fold, with most wild animals living within just a small handful of protected lands. The migratory and year-round bird populations of the Everglades have slowly returned over the past several decades. While all around the world wild habitats succumb to profiteering, the areas within the national parks remain—with little exception—protected. From the vibrant canopy of Acadia’s forests to the one-of-a-kind fauna of the Channel Islands, the parks offer wildly supportive places for diverse ecosystems to thrive.
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How did this happen? The national parks movement owes its drive to the efforts of a persistent and visionary few, coming together at a crucial moment in American history. Among them, the gentle-eyed naturalist John Muir, who found his eventual cohort and patron in then-president Theodore Roosevelt. Writers like Ferdinand V. Hayden, John Wesley Powell, and Clarence King worked to raise public consciousness around the notion of protecting wilderness settings. The national parks idea helped to shift the popular narrative that the American frontier was strictly a grab bag for quick and easy wealth, an exciting game of “finders keepers” spurred by competition and greed. This sort of commerce came at the expense of vast expanses of wildlife and natural beauty, as well as countless indigenous lives.
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At first, the parks were set aside as new kinds of wildlife zoos, whose locations and boundaries were decided more for their spectacular scenery than out of consideration for their ecologies. However, as a new environmental consciousness arose over the years, the parks’ incredible value as ecological preserves came to the fore. Today, a robust environmentalism lies at the heart of the National Park Service mission.


For roughly a century and a half, the national parks have offered a meaningful holdout against the shoveling of common lands into private control. The idea has sparked a global movement, with over 3,000 national parks popping up in nearly 100 different countries. Each year in the United States alone, national park sites welcome over 330 million visitors—a number commensurate with the entire population of the country.



THE WILDERNESS IDEA



The founding of the national parks, however, was not without its ironies. The effort to preserve American wilderness came in the wake of the Indian Wars, when the fledgling nation-state displaced vast numbers of people from their ancestral lands. In the process, the continent lost generations of traditional knowledge on how to care for its natural resources. And in its place, the modern cultural concept of “wilderness” sprang up to describe all places untouched, void of human existence, and thus, somehow, perfect. Many of the early tourists to locations such as Yosemite, Yellowstone, and Glacier National Park came upon a romantic ideal of an America “before” human arrival, from which native populations had only recently been removed by attrition, shady dealings, and military force.
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To many environmentalists, the idea of wilderness as a place where “man himself is a visitor who does not remain” (as defined by the 1964 Wilderness Act) is a troublesome one. It seems to distance humans from their responsibility to nature wherever they live and obscures the human role in shaping nature for worse or for better.


WHAT THE NATIONAL PARKS CAN TEACH US


Observing firsthand the magnificent sights of the national parks, we may take the opportunity to transform our own views on the natural world. We may even catch a glimpse of what John Muir saw, when he envisioned the whole globe as “one great dewdrop,” the whole universe as “an infinite storm of beauty.”


In profound ways, the national parks can open our eyes to a natural world that doesn’t end at their borders. Being awed by stately herds of elk in Yellowstone, salmon runs up the cascades of Katmai, and the dazzling sandstone formations of Arches, we might be inspired to learn the names of plants, animals, and natural landmarks in our own neighborhoods. We might better notice the changing of the seasons, the appearance of the night sky above our homes, and the quality of the air we breathe. We might begin to bear witness to the effects of business, infrastructure, and our own consumption on the environment and feel called to action as John Muir and company were more than a century ago.


As the years ahead pose new challenges for the environment—in rising sea levels, temperatures, and atmospheric carbon levels—we can look to the example of the national parks in order to preserve, protest for, and restore our wild world. Humanity is what’s known as a “keystone species,” a member of the ecology on whom other species rely. The national parks offer a place to contemplate that role and achieve harmony with the planet that sustains us.
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