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  INTRODUCTION


  


  






  In the spring of 1980, I boarded a Yellowstone Park bus in Gardiner, Montana, and, along with twenty or thirty other new park employees, made the bumpy, gear-grinding journey “up the hill” to Mammoth Hot Springs. Along the way, we exchanged names, points of origin, potential destinations within the park, and glances betraying our excitement and great expectations. Some of us would wait tables or carry bags at Lake Hotel; others would join the “maid brigade” at Canyon Village. I would end up in the Old Faithful area as a tour guide. Like many Yellowstone employees, I came to work in the park for just one season, during summer break from school, to see and do something different, to have an adventure while there were still adventures to be had I had no idea that, like others before me, I would be drawn back to the park again and again I had no idea how deeply Yellowstone’s spirit would touch my soul.




  The Spirit of Yellowstone is about “being taken possession of by the spirit of a place” as a former tourist wrote. It is a study of how the Yellowstone landscape has moved us intellectually, physically, and emotionally: It is also an investigation of those taken possession of: generations of park visitors who, in describing and communicating their experiences to others, created the park as a recognized place.




  In welcoming you to the book, I defer to a ranger who wrote about his feelings for the park more than a half-century ago:




  

    Before leaving Yellowstone I feel that a word is in order regarding what I like to term the spirit of the place. With all due respect to other national parks, there is a spirit here that is found nowhere else. It is a spirit born of tradition. Started, perhaps, by the old-time stage drivers that swung their teams over the early roads, or by the guides of forty years ago who originated tall tales of the park phenomena, it is carried on season after season by those who work in Yellowstone during the summer.1


  




  Each of the national parks—every place that has meant something to someone—is haunted by its spirit, steeped in tradition, and rich in history, beauty, and wildness. Each one touches us individually and as a nation and therefore deserves our attention, concern, and compassion. For me, however, one park stands out from the rest. In Yellowstone, I have heard the siren’s call.
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  Yellowstone National Park. Courtesy of the University of Wisconsin Cartographic Laboratory
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  Icicles form around the edges of Tower Falls
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  REVOLUTIONARY IDEAS AND EVOLUTIONARY PROCESSES

  

  




  On 1 March 1872, Yellowstone National Park became the world’s first national park Just a decade earlier, the Homestead Act opened what remained of the public domain to private ownership and settlement. What was it about the Yellowstone region that inspired this novel and revolutionary idea: to remove lands from settlement just when America seemed determined to claim and tame the West? Some suggest it was the park’s isolation, distant from population centers and off the beaten trails. Others propose that the strange natural features and the possibility of marketing them prompted their protection. Perhaps the creation of Yellowstone National Park had little to do with geography, politics, or economics at all. Perhaps it was a chance event, the culmination of a history of attempts on the part of the young nation to preserve wild and interesting places.1


  But there really is something special about Yellowstone, something indescribable—almost eerie—yet very real. It is not only the air, which smells alternately of pine or sulfur depending on where one stands. It is not only the abundance of water—in waterfalls, rivers, lakes, hot springs, and geysers—in an otherwise arid West. Nor is it a particular view, although there are many to choose from: some ugly, some exhilarating, some awe-inspiring. It is the spirit of the place, the whole place, that captivates. To describe Yellowstone by listing its qualities is to do the park an injustice. Yellowstone is more than a recitation of elevations, distances, flora and fauna, geological features, or historical structures. Yellowstone is a “place” with what the Romans called a genus loci, or spirit of place: an infectious, irresistible force that stirs something in so many of us.


  Almost a century ago, in an attempt to describe the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone River, a park visitor wrote:


  
    It is not in singling out each crag and pinnacle, or in separating each bright streak of colour from its neighbor and admiring it alone, that one comes to the fullest appreciation of the grandeur and beauty of the canyon. It is rather in being gradually taken possession of by the spirit of the place, an influence that lasts long after you have ceased to look, a feeling far deeper than the transient delight of gazing on a beautiful picture.2

  


  Geographers study this “spirit of the place” by recognizing that some places are more than just locations. They are the focus of peoples attention and concern. For some people, the very name of a place can conjure up sights, sounds, smells, even the feel of that place. And just as individual people have personalities—some more endearing, complex, or interesting than others—so individual places can have personalities. “A place is nothing in itself,” wrote Wallace Stegner. “It has no meaning, it can hardly be said to exist, except in terms of human perception, use, and response.”3 If this is true, Yellowstone as a “place” is a human artifact. Our shared image of the park is a product of our interacting with, being affected by, and assigning meanings to it.


  Over the past century and a half, Yellowstone has changed from a terra incognita, an unknown land, into an international icon of protected and preserved nature. Yellowstone National Park’s enabling act was entitled “The National Park,” because, like “the” sun or “the” moon, its uniqueness allowed the singular distinction. Today, there are almost 200 units within the U.S. National Park System, and all are Yellowstone’s administrative progeny. The park’s discovery, exploration, and development have mirrored the growth of the country’s appreciation for natural landscapes as well as the birth and maturation of the National Park Service (NPS). National park scholars and enthusiasts commonly refer to this development or maturation as an evolution characterized by America’s evolving relationship toward nature more generally. And these three separate areas of concern—Yellowstone, the national park idea, and the National Park Service—are related. As such thinking goes: as attitudes toward nature change, so do—or so should—our attitudes toward the national parks.


  This line of thinking has caused the National Park Service to continually adapt its management philosophies and policies to keep pace with the public’s ever-changing view of nature. As a result, there has been little consistency over the years in park management. For example, as part of a national “back to nature” movement begun in the 1960s, the NPS changed its century-old, tourism-based management philosophy to one based on restoring and maintaining an “illusion” if not actual state of pristine nature in the parks. As part of this keep-it-natural philosophy, the Service now uses ecosystem management and restoration principles to guide land use decisions. However, national parks are more than representative bits of wild nature. They are deeply humanized landscapes, endowed with meanings beyond those associated solely with their value as ecosystems. And, people’s affection for a particular park as “place” may withstand broader societal changes in attitudes toward nature more generally. In other words, people’s expectations of a visit to Yellowstone, or Yosemite, or Grand Canyon National Park are not necessarily based only on their attitudes toward nature as a concept. Instead, people’s expectations of a particular park experience are tied to that park’s image, which has developed in that place over a long period of time. Given the current NPS management philosophy, however, conflicts often arise between what the public has come to expect of a particular park experience and the Services new and ever-changing ideas about nature and natural systems.


  MODELS OF EVOLUTION


  Evolution—whether the biological evolution of a species or the cultural evolution of a national park—implies change. But evolution is not uncontrolled, unconditional change. If changes are “evolutionary,” they must proceed within the limits of an ancestral form and within certain constraints. Biology’s punctuated equilibrium model introduced by Stephen Jay Gould and Niles Eldridge may be useful as a framework for understanding the cultural evolution of national parks. Briefly, “punk eke,” as it has come to be known, states that species exist for long periods of time undergoing relatively little change. This is the equilibrium stage, a period of stasis and stability. Eventually, a chance event occurs, the punctuation, which brings about changed environmental conditions favoring the survival of some species over others.4 With the cautionary note that culture and biology work in very different ways, the punctuated equilibrium model does provide fresh insight to the study of national parks because of the model’s emphasis on stasis. Over long periods of time or stasis, national parks develop their unique characters and personalities. Over long periods of time, individual parks become familiar to and beloved by their public.


  Generally, stasis is overlooked in favor of the more exciting, controversial, and newsworthy episodes of change. Of main concern in most national park histories are the watershed decisions or dramatic events that altered the course of national park policy. By focusing on change, national park history is typically described as a series of steps or eras, wherein each era is associated with a prevalent societal, political, or scientific trend.5 Such work is important and necessary to our understanding of the national parks but presents only part of the picture, because it overlooks the importance of what has not changed. Despite changes in administrations, governing philosophies, and land and resource management practices since 1872, there is much about Yellowstone that has not changed.


  Three other components of the punctuated equilibrium model shine light on our investigation of national park history. First is the importance of initial conditions in influencing subsequent development. Origins are important because they set the stage for all that follows. Second is the idea that evolutionary change occurs as a process of elaboration rather than elimination. Over time, evolution proceeds along lines of both diversity and specialization. As a framework for understanding change in the national parks, the punctuated equilibrium model invites us to consider that the meanings we attribute to individual national parks do not necessarily change from one thing to another over time so much as these meanings become richer, more profound, and more specific to each particular park. Third and finally is the misconception of the ideal. Entities—whether an individual, a species, or a particular park—are part of a larger continuum driven not by determinism but by contingency and chance. Each national park is a thing in its own right, a unique place, not a trend progressing intentionally toward some ideal state of national park-ness. Taken together, these four elements of biological evolution theory provide a new perspective on how a spirit of place evolves.
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  Emerold Spring, Norris Geyser Basin


  In recent decades, many people have criticized Yellowstone’s changeable management policies. Whether the topic is grizzly bears, forest fires, wolf reintroduction, or snowmobiles, Yellowstone’s management strategies are often mired in controversy. Currently, Yellowstone is being managed so as to provide an experience of nature rather than of place. And, as public attitudes change, so must Park Service management. Such a guiding philosophy leaves little room for nurturing and maintaining the integrity of the park’s spirit of place, something sorely and increasingly lacking not only in Yellowstone but in other grand old parks, the “crown jewels” of the national park system. As Yellowstone’s superintendent stated after the 1988 summer of wildfires, the NPS management program is an “uneasy truce between what science tells us is possible and what our value system tells us is appropriate.”6 Adopting a new perspective on the evolution of the national parks—one that releases park management from society’s changing ideas toward nature and that acknowledges the importance of people’s affection for parks as places—may resolve some of the conflicts and bring about a new appreciation for the national parks and the National Park Service.


  YELLOWSTONE’S WRITTEN RECORD


  To date, thousands of articles, books, pamphlets, and government reports have been written about the Yellowstone region. The number grows every year as more people visit the park and record their impressions.7 Similarly, the large number of poems, paintings, sketches, photographs, and even music produced in an effort to describe and honor the park attest to its evocative nature.


  The Spirit of Yellowstone is a look at the Yellowstone experience as revealed in written descriptions of the park experience between 1870 and 1991. Since the first generations of tourists provided the germ (or initial conditions) of what became our modern-day image of the park, tourist accounts comprise the largest proportion of sources used here.8 Included as well are federal government documents such as survey and expedition reports, park superintendents’ reports, rangers’ field notes, and circulars and notices published by the Department of the Interior and the National Park Service. In the park’s first decade, the reports of Ferdinand Hayden figure prominently in molding the public’s sense of place, since his expeditions to the park in 1871, 1872, and 1878 led to the publication of a wide variety of materials. State government publications promoting tourism and settlement in the surrounding states of Montana, Wyoming, and Idaho are included as are pamphlets and books published by park concessioners, railroad promoters, and travel agencies. In addition, special attention is paid to the content and format of guidebooks, since such publications enjoyed both high and continuous popularity among park-goers throughout the park’s history.


  In analyzing these accounts, experiences described by employees were compared with those of visitors, locals with those who traveled great distances, and the wealthy with the less well-to-do. Surprisingly, little variation was found in the various descriptions of the park experience. Overwhelmingly, authors of the earliest accounts were male, a reflection of the times rather than literary biases. Most of Yellowstone’s early tourists, reporters, and surveyors were indeed men. Every attempt was made to include women’s accounts, but the fact remains that fewer women than men visited the park in its early years, and fewer women than men left written records of their visits during this time. Interestingly, although both men and women apparently took part in typical tourist activities and registered similar reactions, there were differences in how each group behaved while in the park. The diaries and notations of camp life as well as some of the earliest photographs of Yellowstone’s tourists indicate that women continued to perform household chores and care for children while en route, whereas men spent more time engaged in hunting and fishing. Hence, although men and women saw the same sights and responded in similar ways to the Yellowstone landscape, their daily routines did differ. An analysis of the literature reveals that along with repeated descriptions of particular locations within the park, six themes appear consistently and prominently: (1) the beauty of the landscape; (2) the uniqueness of the place; (3) tourism and recreation; (4) wilderness; (5) the democratic nature of the park experience; and (6) the park as a place for education.


  Beauty: “No greater work of art”


  Almost all Yellowstone accounts make mention in some way of the beauty of the park landscape, whether it is a particular scene, a sweeping panoramic view, or the park as a whole. And this aesthetic, visual component appears more often than references to any other aspect of a Yellowstone experience. Visitors seem to have a well-trained sense of what is pleasing to the eye, and comments such as the following are common: “The view from this point was one of the fairest that I have ever gazed upon. It seemed to unite all the elements of beauty—hill, grassy plains, and winding streams.”9


  Much of the language used in the late 1800s to describe the park as beautiful can also be found in writings describing other national parks or nature resorts during that same period and is common to the description of nature as sublime. The idea of nature as sublime describes a human response that combines an appreciation for aesthetic beauty with physical danger or fear. However, although the idea of nature as sublime was a popular literary device of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, it lingers on in Yellowstone accounts well into the twentieth century. On one hand, this may simply reflect a familiar way of writing. On the other hand, it may also suggest that references to the sublime were for many people for a long time the best means of describing what they really felt: an insignificance or reverence in the presence of Nature or God, an inability to describe accurately the beauty of the scene, or a sense of being moved—often to the point of being physically overwhelmed—by the visual scene.
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  Bison emerge through the mist in Hoyden Valley


  According to Yellowstone accounts, the park’s aesthetic qualities lie not only in majestic, sublime, and dramatic landscapes but also in the more commonplace: “Not only are there scores of grand mountains lifting their craggy sides and rugged summits (few of which have ever felt the tread of civilized man) far up among the clouds, but innumerable sunny glades and shady dells, charming bits of quiet, picturesque scenery, where one will see nothing of the striking, but only the gently beautiful.”10 The park’s spectacular scenery moves and inspires its viewers, but the simple and lovely charm of the place touches them as well. Particular mention is made of the classic beauty of Yellowstone Lake with its broad views of distant mountains, watery expanse, and endless shoreline. This soothing scene is then juxtaposed with the almost overpowering beauty of the Grand Canyon and the exhilarating beauty of the geyser basins.


  Whether in its grand displays or more mundane views, the beauty of the Yellowstone landscape fosters pensive and reflective moments. Tourists write that they “would go forth to spend another day in contemplation of the wondrous works of the Great Creator.”11 Comments describing religious contemplation or inspiration commonly appear alongside attempts to describe the park’s beauty as in a diary entry that reads, “I thank God for creating such scenery and again for permitting my eyes to behold it.”12 Such comments should be expected, since the language of the sublime has strong religious ties. However, the park’s scenery elicits religious comments that are not necessarily associated with the sublime. There are many instances of quoting from Scripture, singing hymns, or referring explicitly or implicitly to a Supreme Being, as in this description of the Mammoth Hot Springs: “Just below the large spring. . . is a grove of good-sized pines nearly buried in the sediment, while back of this, up the mountainside where abound the caves and fissures . . . not a half-mile away, are trees a hundred years old, growing on the same formation. Known unto the Great Architect, and to him only, are all his works. His ways are past finding out.”13


  Further, not all contemplative activity is religious. For the Earl of Dunraven, author of The Great Divide, a book that familiarized much of England with Yellowstone and the American West, the view from atop Mount Washburn was inspiring in an educational sense:


  
    It is pleasant thus to gaze out upon the world from some lofty standpoint. . . . It seems to expand the mind; it conducts one by easy pathways down long lands of thought penetrating far into the future of nations, and opens out broad vistas of contemplation through which glimpses of what may be can dimly be discerned. The outlook from such a commanding point elevates the mind, and the soul is elated by the immensity of Nature.14

  


  Hence, the theme of contemplation appears in many forms: intellectual, moral, personal, and religious: “Looking through Nature up to Nature’s God’ can be done easily in this ‘Wonderland,’ and the overwhelming influence may help one to live better all his life. . . . All of its impressions are grand and enobling in the highest degree,—just the inspiring elements which lift the soul into honor, and beget lofty aims.”15


  For some, the park’s beauty provides a setting for quiet, soul-searching contemplation, while in others it instigates a desire for scientific investigation or youthful curiosity. As one tourist wrote of the geyser eruptions, “It was all most wonderful and intensely interesting, giving rise to theories, conjectures, and strange thoughts.”16 Another enjoys just being on vacation and seeing new and different sights: “I spent one of the most profitable hours of my life,” writes Alma White while visiting Yellowstone’s Upper Falls. “Surrounded by nature in all its primitive beauty and grandeur, I forgot my burdens.”17 A religious or spiritual element is still evident today in Yellowstone accounts and conversations but is tempered with the more secular language and attitudes of modern times.


  The Unique: “One imagines that he is no longer in the same country.”


  Second only to an appreciation for the aesthetic beauty of the Yellowstone landscape is a delight in its uniqueness: the novelty and wonder of this particular place. This theme should not be construed as descriptive of a simple fascination for “singularities,” which was part of the attraction of the sublime. Instead, uniqueness describes an appreciation for something unique to Yellowstone as a place with a spirit all its own: “Those who may hereafter visit this strange land will bear me out in asserting that a peculiar sensation takes possession of the visitor which can not be dispelled.”18


  Descriptions of the park’s uniqueness fall into many categories. One is that Yellowstone is unique because it is so strange, so very different from the landscapes with which most people are familiar. Yellowstone’s landscape is uncommon, unusual, and contains “objects more stupendous than the imagination had ever pictured.”19 Especially with their first view of the geyser basins, people admit disbelief and astonishment: “Sitting on our horses we gazed and gazed in silent wonderment at the outstretched world below.”20


  Another aspect of Yellowstone’s uniqueness is the variety of its wonders: “Thousands have visited it yearly and have been impressed by the wide range of the phenomena found there. This is one of its great peculiarities. It is, so to speak, many sided in its character. . . . Within a space of about 3,344 square miles [Nature] has concentrated such a variety of objects as one would only expect to find scattered throughout the universe.”21 One Yellowstone guidebook points out all the contrasts to be found in just a single thermal area: “An anomalous feature of this wonderful hot spring system is that pools of different colors lie in closest proximity, each spring being independent of the other, having varying levels at the surface, as well as varying temperatures and pulsations.”22 Another author describes the variety and contrasts of the Fountain Paint Pot area:


  
    Its whole surface is pitted with holes, large and small, in which hot water bubbles and growls, grunts and roars, in every tone of the gamut. Some of the pools are black, others white, and others yellow with sulphur. A choice variety of odors is also observable. . . . In this neighborhood hot and cool pools lay side by side, presenting the most astonishing contrast. Why one stream of water should be boiling while another two feet from it is cold, is difficult to explain.23

  


  Not just the thermal areas, but the whole park is a study of contrasts. Stark western peaks rise from “such shady places as fringe the old pastures on the New England hills.”24 In the interior of the park, wide and colorful canyons give way downstream to dark and narrow defiles. At the park’s higher elevations, alpine meadows are carpeted with wildflowers and large forests with thick stands of fir, spruce, and pine.


  Within this variety are the park’s strange juxtapositions. Yellowstone is “a place where there is beauty and ugliness everywhere, peace and chaos, the pastoral and the sublime.”25 Earlier tourists, especially, saw the park as a “rare, multifarious collection of curious and countless samples . . . placed side by side . . . the fair and the foul, the simple and grand, the lovely and revolting, the colossal and the fairy form, and the terrifying and the delightful.”26 Whether simply a reference to Yellowstone’s Hell’s Half Acre (or any other of the park’s place-names associated with the Netherworld) or a comment on the ultimate of contrasts, Yellowstone is truly “ein Bild der Wunder und der Schrecken,”27 an image of wonder and horror, positioned uniquely between Heaven and Hell.
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