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CALLING ALL PARK LOVERS!



In 2006, the U.S. National Park Service celebrated its 90th birthday. To honor the agency, the parks, and everyone who loves them, we decided on national parks as the next title in our “plunges into” series.


Deciding which parks to profile, though, was a challenge. Should we choose the big ones? The small ones? Ones outside the United States? What about historic sites, seashores, and battlefields? We started asking around, compiling lists of favorite parks and park stories from BRI members. JoAnn remembered seeing the Yosemite firefall as a child. Jen P. waxed poetic about Yellowstone and Banff. And Melinda told everyone the legend of Pele, the feisty mythical protector of Hawaii’s Volcanoes National Park.


Of course, those are the big ones, the parks everyone knows, and though we were sure they deserved mention, we also wanted to investigate sites that few people had heard of. What about parks in the Arctic, monuments in the desert, treasures in the ocean? So we polled our friends, our families, even passers-by at the beach, and we found that the national park system is vast and full of undiscovered stories. Did you know . . .


•Zion’s Great White Throne (not that kind of throne, Uncle John!) was named by a Methodist minister?


•Some of the best scuba diving and snorkeling can be found in national parks?


•There are lava beds in California?


In the end, we decided to limit our scope to U.S. and Canadian parks because they’re the most accessible to our readers. We also decided to include every type of site we could find—national parks, monuments, seashores, lakeshores, battlefields, and much more—to make sure we dug deep enough to entertain and enlighten everyone from the casual park visitor to the enthusiast. So grab a map, some comfortable shoes, and a protein bar to keep up your stamina—it’s time to take the plunge! As always, go with the flow . . .





HAIL THE SAVIOR OF YOSEMITE



“Thousands of tired, nerve-shaken, over-civilized people are beginning to find out that going to the mountains is going home; that wilderness is necessary; and that mountain peaks and reservations are useful not only as fountains of timber and irrigating rivers, but as fountains of life.”
–John Muir


John Muir was one of America’s first conservationists. His books and essays about his adventures have influenced generations and continue to be read today. And his active lobbying efforts to protect California’s Sierra Nevada mountain range led to the designation of Yosemite as a national park.


BORN TO BE WILD


The third of eight children, John Muir was born in 1838 in Dunbar, Scotland. From an early age, he roamed the countryside whenever he had the chance. At a young age, he was given a lot of responsibility by his strict father, Daniel Muir. When John was five years old, he began working from sunup to sundown, chopping wood, hauling water, and even making repairs on the family home. Sojourns into nature were his only means of escape from the physical labor. Thus, early on, Muir looked at nature as a place to relax and seek refuge from the world.


In 1849, the Muirs immigrated to the United States to start a farm in Marquette County, Wisconsin. John worked alongside his family throughout his youth to make the farm a success. Then, at his father’s insistence, he attended the University of Wisconsin for several years. He never graduated, though. Instead, he left to attend what he called the “university of the wilderness.” John Muir walked nearly 1,000 miles to Florida; from there, he planned to launch an exploration of South America. However, he became sick with malaria, and after spending many months recovering, he decided to go to California instead.


The National Park Service manages more than 16 million acres of wetlands.



WORSHIPPING AT THE ALTAR OF YOSEMITE


As soon as Muir arrived in San Francisco in early 1868, he started planning a visit to Yosemite. He’d read and dreamed about the valley for years, and it did not disappoint him. On seeing Yosemite Valley for the first time, Muir wrote, “No temple made with hands can compare with Yosemite.”


Although Muir stayed in Yosemite on this initial visit for only about a week, his heart remained. He immediately began looking for ways to return to the area and eventually secured a position as a sheepherder in the Yosemite foothills. Soon, Muir was exploring the mountains during his free time. He climbed Cathedral Peak and saw such places as Mono Lake and Tuolumne Meadows. He also began to wonder about how the Yosemite Valley had been formed.


OH, NOBLE EARTHQUAKE!


Josiah Whitney, then head of the California Geological Survey, had long claimed that a catastrophic earthquake had caused the valley to collapse on itself, leaving behind Yosemite’s most famous rock formations: Half Dome and El Capitan. But, after studying the area and noting the U-shaped valley and the smoothly polished granite walls—phenomena that indicated something had smoothed out what would have been naturally peaked mountains—Muir came to believe that massive and slow-moving glaciers had actually scoured the valley and its surrounding areas.


Many people ridiculed Muir, but leading geologists of the time studied his theory and agreed with him. Then, in 1872, a strong earthquake centered near Muir’s home rattled through the middle of the night. Nearby settlers were terrified; they believed Whitney’s theory that the Yosemite Valley had been formed by an earthquake, and many expected the nearby Owens Valley to collapse on top of them in a similar fashion.


But Muir knew better. Demonstrating his somewhat eccentric personality—and his love for all things natural, even destructive forces such as earthquakes—he ran out of his cabin yelling, “Oh, a noble earthquake!” Then, by moonlight that night, he surveyed the rockslides the earthquake had created and recorded the damage, showing that the new rock formations were different from the ones in Yosemite Valley. This proved that Yosemite was not the product of an earthquake, and within a few years, most scientists accepted Muir’s theory of a glacially carved valley.


Arizona’s Wupatki National Monument includes 800-year-old pueblo remains.



CALLING FOR A NATIONAL PARK


In 1880, Muir married Louisa Strengtzel, a farmer’s daughter from Martinez, California, and the couple had two daughters, Wanda and Helen. He moved in with his in-laws and, for almost a decade, managed the family’s ranch. But Muir was never satisfied with his life as a ranch manager. He missed his days living in the Sierra Nevada, and spent most of his free time visiting Yosemite. He climbed Half Dome several times (without the rope lines that climbers use today) and spent weeks wandering the backcountry with nothing more than the clothes on his back and a couple of loaves of bread to sustain him. He also studied the valley’s ecosystems and natural geological formations. With each passing year, Muir grew increasingly concerned that Yosemite was in danger.


Human encroachment and cattle ranching seemed to be destroying the valley’s ecosystems. So Muir teamed up with an editor named Robert Underwood Johnson to try to drum up support for preserving Yosemite. The two wrote editorials and lobbied politicians in Washington. If the federal government took on the responsibility for managing the valley, the two men believed, Yosemite would be safe. Muir, especially, wanted Yosemite to be designated a national park.


Congress answered the call. In 1890, it passed a bill that officially made Yosemite a protected park. But, much to Muir’s disappointment, the bill left Yosemite in state control. Muir feared California’s politicians would mismanage the preserve and exploit Yosemite’s natural resources for their own purposes.


So Muir kept working. In 1892, he founded an environmental organization that he named the Sierra Club, whose mission was to protect the Sierra Nevada range and other natural places in the nation and to educate citizens about what they could do to keep the wild world healthy. Muir became the club’s first president, and the Sierra Club spent the next 10 years calling for a national park designation for Yosemite.


CAMPING WITH TEDDY


By the turn of the 20th century, Muir’s work as a conservationist had made him famous. And in 1903, President Theodore Roosevelt, an avid outdoorsman, decided to visit Yosemite.


Muir accompanied the president and tried to convince Roosevelt that the state was mismanaging Yosemite—California was still allowing logging on the park’s borders, and animals were not protected from hunters. Muir also told Roosevelt that the best way to preserve Yosemite was through federal management—by designating Yosemite, finally, as a national park. To bolster his argument, Muir took Roosevelt camping in Yosemite’s backcountry. The two men talked for hours around the campfire about the federal government’s role of natural land management, and eventually Roosevelt agreed that Yosemite ought to be a national park.


The oldest preserved fossil bat is at Wyoming’s Fossil Butte National Monument.


With the president firmly in their corner, Muir and the Sierra Club redoubled their lobbying efforts to Congress. In 1905, the Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove of ancient sequoia trees finally became Yosemite National Park.


A BROKENHEARTED MAN


Yosemite’s national park status was a victory for John Muir, but it was short-lived. Eight years later, Roosevelt’s successor, Woodrow Wilson, refused to support another Muir project: protecting Hetch Hetchy, a valley in northern Yosemite that Muir described as rivaling Yosemite Valley in beauty and diversity of landscape. Instead, Wilson signed legislation that allowed the river that flowed through Hetch Hetchy to be dammed. The resulting flood reached nearly halfway up the valley’s walls and became a reservoir for San Francisco.


Within a year of losing the battle to save Hetch Hetchy, Muir died at his home in northern California, many say of a broken heart. But, despite this loss, Muir continues to be revered as one of the greatest conservationists of all time. To commemorate his work, a 211-mile hike that runs from Yosemite Valley to Mt. Whitney in northern California is named the John Muir Trail, a reminder of one man’s efforts to save the wilderness he loved.


To read the story of Hetch Hetchy, turn to page 116.


For some of John Muir’s most famous quotes, turn to page 184.


To read about Galen Clark and the Mariposa Grove, turn to page 205.


Obsidian—volcanic glass—is so sharp it’s still used today in cardiac and eye surgery.





PARK STATS



How well do you know the United States’ national parks?


1.What is the only state without a national park site?


A. Rhode Island


B. Delaware


C. Vermont


2.How many primary sites are there in the National Park System?


A. 520


B. 284


C. 390


3.The largest protected area in the U.S. National Park System is . . .


A. Yosemite National Park


B. The National Mall and Memorial Parks


C. Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve


4.The smallest site is . . .


A. Thaddeus Kosciuszko National Memorial


B. Carter G. Woodson Home National Historic Site


C. Cowpens National Battlefield


5.America’s deepest lake can be found in what national park?


A. Crater Lake


B. Yellowstone


C. Yosemite


6.Which two protected sites are located north of the Arctic Circle?


A. Denali National Park and Preserve and Gates of the Arctic National Park and Preserve


B. Gates of the Arctic National Park and Preserve and Kobuk Valley National Park


C. Aleutian World War II National Historic Site and Denali National Park and Preserve


7.What was the first area to be protected as a “national park”?


A. Yellowstone


B. Acadia


C. Hot Springs


8.When was the National Park Service established?


A. 1906


B. 1897


C. 1916


9.How many major types of sites are there in the National Park System?


A. 6


B. 11


C. 14


10.How many millions of acres do U.S. national park sites encompass?


A. 84.4


B. 103.2


C. 25


For answers, turn to page 384.


Petrified wood was once so abundant it was used by Pueblo Indians as building material.
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QUOTE ME


“National parks are the best idea we ever had. Absolutely American, absolutely democratic, they reflect us at our best rather than our worst.”


—Wallace Stegner, writer and environmentalist


“There is nothing so American as our national parks . . . The fundamental idea behind the parks . . . is that the country belongs to the people, that it is in process of making for the enrichment of the lives of all of us.”


—Franklin D. Roosevelt


Until the 1830s, most Americans thought the Rocky Mountains were impassable.





WHY’D THEY CALL IT THAT?



One of the perks of being the outdoorsy type is that you get to name your newfound landmarks whatever you want. Here’s how some of the mountains, rocks, trails, and other park features got their unusual names.



ZION NATIONAL PARK (UTAH)


The views in Zion were heavenly to Methodist minister and explorer Frederick Fisher. He named a grand white sandstone monolith the Great White Throne because it resembled what he envisioned as the throne of God. He also named nearby Angel’s Landing—a cliff so steep and treacherous that only an angel could land on it to bow at the feet of the deity sitting on the Great White Throne. The Three Patriarchs are three sandstone monoliths named for the three Biblical patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Fisher named a sheer white cliff with red stains running down its side the Altar of Sacrifice, an Old Testament reference. The Mormon pioneers got in on the name game, too. Kolob (as in Zion’s Kolob Arch) is the star at the center of the universe—the star nearest the throne of God in Mormon doctrine.


GRAND CANYON NATIONAL PARK (ARIZONA)


Grand Canyon National Park has religious references, too. The canyon’s earliest American explorer, John Wesley Powell, was about to name a certain creek Silver Creek when he recalled a favorite hymn: “Shall we gather at the river, where bright angel’s feet have trod. . .” Since that day, thousands of feet have trod along the Bright Angel Trail.


Geologist and explorer Clarence Dutton took a more ecumenical view, inspired by the religions and mythologies of the world: Vishnu Temple, Buddha Temple, Conficius Temple, Isis Temple, Wotan’s Temple, Freya Castle, Hindu Amphitheater, Krishna Shrine, Apollo Temple, Zoraoaster Temple, the Temple of Ra . . . the list goes on.


A “shut-in” is an Ozark term for a rocky, narrow, and unnavigable river channel.



GRAND TETON NATIONAL PARK (WYOMING)


The names of some park features are rooted less in the divine and more in comedy. Grand Tetons is French for big, um, tetons—the French word for “breasts.” The rough, jagged mountains were named by French trappers who obviously had been without feminine company for much too long.


CAPITOL REEF NATIONAL PARK (UTAH)


In Utah’s Capitol Reef National Park, there’s a small, cone-shaped butte across from an arch. The arch is named Cassidy Arch after the outlaw Butch Cassidy, and the cone-shaped butte is called Fern’s Nipple. Legend has it that Butch Cassidy named it for a favorite feature of a girlfriend named Fern.


DEATH VALLEY NATIONAL PARK (CALIFORNIA)


The map of Death Valley National Park shouts doom and gloom from every quadrant. There are the Funeral Mountains, Coffin Canyon, Breakneck Canyon, Hell’s Gate, the Devil’s Golf Course (an area covered with sharp spikes of salt as far as the eye can see), and Dante’s View, named after Dante’s description of purgatory in The Inferno.


Death Valley got its name from a group of pioneers who got lost there in the winter of 1849. Only one of the men actually died (and he was elderly and weak to start with); the rest were rescued. But while they were stranded, the group believed the valley would be their grave, and as they left with their rescuers, one man said, “Bye, Death Valley!” The name stuck.


YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK (WYOMING, MONTANA, AND IDAHO)


Yellowstone National Park warns visitors with Death Gulch, so named because toxic gas from vents in the gulch once caused the death of six bears, one elk, and lots of smaller critters and insects. The Stygian Caves, named for the River Styx of Greek myth, killed any bird or animal that got too close to the poisonous gases that rise from their openings. Electric Peak is a reminder of the danger of lightning strikes: in 1872, surveyor Henry Gannett was ascending the peak when an electric storm came up, causing his hair to stand on end.


Michigan’s Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore has 7 named waterfalls.





YOSEMITE BY THE NUMBERS



When it comes to American National Parks, Yosemite is one of the best known. Whether you visit for its impressive mountains, its numerous waterfalls, or its vast valley greenery, no discussion of the National Park System is complete without a discussion of Yosemite.


8.5 miles


Length of the trail hikers use to climb the 4,337 feet to the top of Half Dome. Arguably Yosemite’s most famous landmark, Half Dome appears on the backside of the California state quarter.


17


Waterfalls in Yosemite. The tallest is Yosemite Falls; at 2,425 feet, it’s also the highest waterfall in North America.


350


Miles of road in Yosemite; there are also 800 miles of hiking trails and 1,600 miles of streams.


500


Number of mature giant sequoias in Yosemite’s Mariposa Grove. The grove’s main attraction (and oldest tree), the Grizzly Giant, stands 209 feet tall, weighs 2 million pounds, and is about 2,700 years old.


1864


Year President Abraham Lincoln signed a bill protecting the Yosemite Valley, the first natural area to be protected by the federal government. Yosemite officially became a protected park in 1890.


3,000 feet


Height of El Capitan, the largest granite monolith in the world. The first (known) person to reach the peak was famous rock climber Warren J. “Batso” Harding (no, no . . . not the president) in 1958.


There are more than 300 known caves in the Ozark National Scenic Riverway area.



13,114 feet


Highest peak in the park: Mt. Lyell, named for Scottish geologist Charles Lyell (1797–1875)
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DISASTERS: NATURE CLEANS HOUSE


Heavy snows covered Yosemite National Park during the winter of 1996–1997. Then came drenching rain and sudden warm temperatures. From January 1 to January 3, 1997, Yosemite’s Merced River saw its worst flooding since gauges were installed 80 years before. Standing water in some places was six to ten feet deep. Much of Yosemite Lodge was underwater, and Yosemite Valley was closed until March 14, 1997, as roads, restrooms, picnic tables, and campsites were washed away. The main entrance road could not be opened until Memorial Day weekend. Fortunately, no human lives were lost.


The flood washed away half of Yosemite Valley’s campsites, but the National Park Service used the disaster as an opportunity to reduce the number of campsites (which had been built on a hazardous flood plain) and to restore those areas back to nature. Today, many of those former campsites are forests and meadows teeming with wildflowers and wildlife.


Invasive exotic plant species infest approximately 2.6 million acres in the national parks.





SPEAKING “TOURIST”



Here at the BRI, we have nothing but respect for park rangers. Not only do they brave bears, avalanches, and forest fires, they cope with a little-understood phenomenon called “tourists.” Here are some of the silliest comments and questions park rangers have received from tourists at U.S. and Canadian national parks.


“How far is Banff from Canada?”


“At what elevation does an elk become a moose?”


“Where does Alberta end and Canada begin?”


“Do you have a glacier at this visitor center?”


“Is this a map I’m looking at?”


“We had no trouble finding the park entrances, but where are the exits?”


“The coyotes made too much noise last night and kept me awake. Please eradicate those annoying animals.”


“Where does Bigfoot live?”


“When do they turn off the waterfalls [at Yosemite]?”


“How come all of the war battles were fought in national parks?”


“How many miles of undiscovered caves are there?”


“Are the national parks natural or man-made?”


“Is there anything to see around here besides the scenery?”


“Are you allowed to stay overnight in the campgrounds?”


“Is this island completely surrounded by water?”


At Glacier National Park


Tourist: How did these rocks get here?


Ranger: They were brought down by a glacier.


Tourist: But I don’t see any glacier.


Ranger: Really? I guess it has gone back for more rocks.


Sorry, treasure hunters: metal detectors are not allowed in national parks.





PARKS IN THE GREAT WHITE NORTH



Canada’s national park system is vast and varied. Established in 1911—and the world’s first national parks agency—Parks Canada administers 155 national historic sites, 42 national parks, and two marine conservation areas. Here are six of our favorite Canadian sites.



AUYITTUQ NATIONAL PARK (NUNAVUT)


If you don’t mind cold, tundra, and craggy cliffs, Auyittuq National Park in northern Canada is for you. In the Inuit language, auyittuq means “the land that never melts,” an apt description for a park located in the eastern Arctic. Bitter winds (sometimes reaching 62 miles per hour), violent storms, and desperately cold temperatures (thermostats routinely dip below zero . . . Celsius and Fahrenheit) make this park the territory of the hardy. Auyittuq is dominated by the Canadian Shield, a U-shaped band of bedrock that stretches from the Great Lakes in the United States to the Arctic Ocean. The Shield’s highest peak—Penny Ice Cap (which scientists believe was the birthplace of the last ice age)—is within the park’s boundaries and is accessible to climbers.


GROSSE ILE NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE (QUEBEC)


From 1832 to 1937, Grosse Ile was a quarantine station for immigrants entering Canada through the Port of Quebec. But in 1847, it was also the site of tragedy. That year, 100,000 immigrants arrived in Canada (up from 30,000 a few years before); most were fleeing Ireland’s potato famine and came west in the hopes of finding a better life. But what they discovered on arrival was that they were trapped on the cramped island (sometimes for up to a month) with little food, water, or sanitation facilities. Deadly diseases like cholera and typhus, brought with the malnourished immigrants from European ports, were rampant at Grosse Ile. Afraid that the diseases would spread to Canadian towns and cities, government officials quarantined the new arrivals. They managed to protect Canada, but at a great cost to the immigrants themselves. In 1847, thousands of immigrants (some sources say more than 3,000) died on Grosse Ile; thousands more died on the journey across the Atlantic. Over the next 80 years, the Canadians worked hard to clean up Grosse Ile; one of the most significant changes was reorganizing the immigration station to ensure that sick travelers didn’t come into contact with healthy ones. Today, the former quarantine station is a national historic site, memorializing the people who never made it off the island and commemorating its important role as the primary entry point for immigrants to Canada during the 19th and early 20th centuries.


The scenic Icefield Parkway in Alberta, Canada, takes you past three massive glaciers.



FATHOM FIVE NATIONAL MARINE CONSERVATION AREA (ONTARIO)


Beneath the chilly water at Georgian Bay (on the Canadian side of Lake Huron) is a marine park rich in history and life. Twenty-two shipwrecks rest on the bottom of the bay, and all are accessible to divers. Glass-bottomed boats will take visitors over some of the park’s most impressive shipwrecks. Hikers and campers also come to explore the many islands that dot the bay. The most popular (and, many people say, most beautiful) of those is Flowerpot Island, a two-square-kilometer bit of land that boasts two rock formations that resemble flowerpots and gave the island its name.


MARCONI NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE (NOVA SCOTIA)


Love your cell phone and television remote control? Thank Canada, because in 1901, Gugliemo Marconi, an Italian engineer, received the first wireless communication at his radio station on Newfoundland’s Signal Hill. That transmission was so weak that many people questioned its veracity. So Marconi tried again. In February 1902, he boarded a ship bound for England and started radioing messages back to Canada. He was able to transmit from 2,099 miles away before losing the signal. Arguments about whether or not his radio transmission company violated Newfoundland’s business monopoly rules forced Marconi to leave the province, but he soon set up shop in Nova Scotia and continued his experiments. The Marconi Company operated there until 1946 and did hold a monopoly on wireless communication through the end of World War II. Today, the site of Marconi’s Nova Scotia laboratory is a national historic site. Tourists can see the original transmission station and visit a museum called the Wireless Hall of Fame.


“Wetlands” include marshes, bogs, swamps, mudflats, and wet meadows.



MINGAN ARCHIPELAGO NATIONAL PARK RESERVE (QUEBEC)


Located near the Gulf of Saint Lawrence’s north shore, the Mingan archipelago is a collection of 40 islands and 1,000 reefs and islets. Limestone rock formations carved by eons of ocean erosion are scattered throughout the park, and thousands of animals and plants call the islands home. Atlantic puffins come here to breed. Seals lounge on the shores. Whales swim in the distance. Wildflowers bloom, and small climbing plants take root in sea-cliff crevices. The reserve is dominated by water and accessible only by boat. From mid-June through August, private companies shuttle tourists to the islands from the nearby towns of Longue-Pointe-de-Mingan, Mingan, and Havre-Saint-Pierre. You can also kayak, scuba dive, or sail around the islands to explore them at your own pace. And 44 campgrounds are available for people who want to stay overnight.


L’ANSE AUX MEADOWS NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE (NEWFOUNDLAND AND LABRADOR)


Around AD 1000, an expedition of Vikings landed in North America. They named their settlement “Vinland,” or “Wine Land,” because of the fruit (grapes or cranberries) they found growing there. Although that Viking landing is well documented, just where Vinland was has long been the subject of speculation. In 1960, a Norwegian scholar named Helge Ingstad unearthed an ancient Norse settlement at L’anse aux Meadows (French for “Jellyfish Cove”) in eastern Canada that may (or may not) have been Vinland. Ingstad and his team excavated the Newfoundland site and found fireplaces, cooking pits, and the walls of eight Norse buildings. They also uncovered artifacts like a bone knitting needle and a stone oil lamp. In dating their finds, they determined that the settlement was the oldest Norse site yet unearthed in North America. Today, L’anse aux Meadows in a national historic site, and Parks Canada officials have reconstructed three of the eight buildings so that visitors can get a glimpse of what life was like for the Vikings who lived there in the 11th century. Numerous hiking trails are also available for people who want to explore the bays and lakes surrounding the settlement. And keep an eye out: you might catch sight of an iceberg or two floating by.


Alaska’s Glacier Bay exhibits some of the largest tidal extremes in the world its tidal fluctuations can be as large as 25 vertical feet.



PARKS CANADA STATS


•James B. Harkin served as Parks Canada’s commissioner for 25 years. A journalist by trade, Harkin was also an avid outdoorsman and conservationist who was greatly influenced by John Muir. He became the agency’s first commissioner in 1911 and retired in 1935. In 1972, the Canadian government established the Harkin Conservation Award to honor him.


•425 wardens (equivalent to rangers in the United States) keep an eye on Canadian national parks and historic sites.


•More than 4,000 people work for Parks Canada. This includes students, interns, and full-time, part-time, and seasonal employees.
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CANADA’S WORLD HERITAGE


Thirteen sites in Canada are also UNESCO World Heritage Sites.


•Kluane/Wrangell-St. Elias/Glacier Bay/Tatshenshini-Alsek (Yukon and British Columbia)


•Gang Gwaay (British Columbia)


•Nahanni National Park Reserve (Northwest Territories)


•L’Anse aux Meadows National Historic Site (Newfoundland and Labrador)


•Head-Smashed-In Buffalo Jump (Alberta)


•Dinosaur Provincial Park (Alberta)


•Wood Buffalo National Park (Alberta and Northwest Territories)


•Canadian Rocky Mountain Parks (Alberta and British Columbia)


•Historic District of Old Québec (Quebec)


•Gros Morne National Park (Newfoundland and Labrador)


•Old Town Lunenburg (Nova Scotia)


•Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park (Alberta)


•Miguasha National Park (Quebec)


The names used are the ones adopted by the World Heritage Committee, which at the time were the official names used in Canada.





THE STORYTELLER



When explorer Jim Bridger told people about the wonders and oddities he’d seen at Yellowstone, nobody believed him. Maybe it was because he told so many other tall tales.



FROM CITY SLICKER TO MOUNTAIN MAN.


Bridger was born in 1804 in Richmond, Virginia, but moved with his family to an area near St. Louis in 1812. At 13, he became a blacksmith’s apprentice and started acquiring outdoorsman’s skills. By 1822, the 18-year-old Bridger was ready to head out to the frontier. He joined an expedition to trace the Missouri River to its source, and for the next 40 years, he was in and out of the West, trapping beaver, guiding groups, and skirmishing with Native Americans. He became one of America’s most famous mountain men, a group of fur trappers who traveled through and explored the area west of the Rocky Mountains between 1810 and the 1840s.


Many of Bridger’s frontier exploits took place in Wyoming, including founding Fort Bridger, a major trading post along the California and Oregon trails (now national historic trails). Today, Wyoming still shows Bridger’s influence; the state is home to Bridger National Forest and Fort Bridger State Park, as well as the bulk of Yellowstone, where Bridger collected or concocted many of his famous stories.


TRUE TALES


Bridger’s stories were so good they were hard to swallow. But they weren’t all fictitious. Here are some that people should have believed.


•The Continental Divide is a line of elevated land that jags from Canada to Mexico and runs right through Yellowstone. On the east side of the line, all rivers flow toward the Atlantic Ocean. On the west side, all rivers flow to the Pacific. Bridger spoke of finding a river that forked into branches that ran down either side of the Continental Divide. Two Ocean Creek in Yellowstone does this.


•Bridger also said he’d seen a column of steaming water, as thick as his body and about 60 feet high, spout out of the ground. No doubt, Bridger was describing one of Yellowstone’s geysers.


•Bridger told people about a river near the headwaters of the Columbia River that was cold near its source but was hot downstream. He attributed this phenomenon to friction generated by the water running over the riverbed. The Firehole River in Yellowstone does have the temperature differential Bridger described, but it’s not from friction—it’s from hydrothermal activity that enters the riverbed from below.


National Park WebRangers are kids who learn about the parks by solving mysteries and puzzles, playing games, and gathering secret words.



TALL TALES


For all his true stories, Bridger’s specialties were completely fictitious or not-quite-true tales. Here are some of his best.


•Bridger claimed to have seen an elk in the distance one day. He said he shot at it four times, getting closer each time, without it showing any reaction. Eventually, he became so fed up that he charged the elk, planning to clobber it with the butt of his gun. But before he reached the animal, he was knocked off his feet by running into something hard. He said it was a transparent mountain made of glass and that it also was a telescopic lens, so that the elk was not where it appeared to be, but actually 20 miles away. (There is, of course, no transparent glass mountain in Yellowstone, but there is a glass mountain. It’s made of obsidian, a black volcanic glass, and some people speculate that it may have reflected an image of an elk in the distance.)


•Another Bridger story with a loose basis in fact is of Yellowstone’s famous petrified forest, where petrified trees still stand. Bridger claimed there were also petrified animals—including petrified birds that sang petrified songs—and that, in that forest, the sun and moon shone with petrified light.


•When tenderfeet asked him how long he’d been in the West, Bridger sometimes pointed to Pike’s Peak in the Rockies and said, “See that mountain there? When I first came out here, that was just a hole in the ground.”


•Bridger claimed that the following was his most thrilling adventure: During a beaver-trapping expedition, he and another man were at camp when they were surprised by a band of hostile Indians. The two men grabbed their rifles and leaped onto their horses, abandoning all their gear at their campsite. They traded gunfire with the Indians until it started to get dark and then hid in the woods until morning. At dawn, the chase resumed, and Bridger and his partner spotted a narrow canyon that they thought offered a better defensive position, so they headed into it. The Indians continued their pursuit, plunging into the canyon after them. The canyon became narrower and narrower as the hunters and the hunted went on, and the floor of the canyon got deeper from the top. As the Indians closed in, Bridger and his partner turned a corner and saw a 200-foot waterfall ending the canyon. They were trapped. At this point in the story, Bridger usually paused and waited for his listeners to say, “Yes? And what happened next?” Bridger always replied, “They killed us.”
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WHAT A HUMDINGER!


South Dakota’s Jewel Cave is 137 miles long, the second-longest cave system in the world. The national monument’s name comes from the sparkling calcite crystals that miners and brothers Frank and Albert Michaud discovered when they first explored the cave in 1900. The Michaud brothers tried to turn the cave into a tourist attraction, constructing a lodge and organizing a dancing club. But getting to the cave was difficult in the early 1900s and few people lived in the area at the time, so they abandoned the idea.


In addition to the crystals, one of the cave’s most interesting features is the strong wind that often blows through its passages. These winds are caused by changes in barometric pressure, even in places that are miles from the cave entrance. Sections of the cave where the wind is exceptionally strong or loud have names like Hurricane Corner, Whistle Stop, Exhaust Pipe, Humdinger, and Drafty Maneuver.


Over 40 NPS sites are designated as “Globally Important Bird Areas.”





PROTECTING THE WILD



The U.S. National Park Service (NPS) manages sites in nearly every state across the country—from Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley to Hawaii’s Volcanoes National Park. But for many years, the United States had national parks with no park service. Here’s a timeline of important dates in the history of the NPS.


1832: Artist George Caitlin, who often painted Native Americans, comes up with the idea of a national park. Worried that westward expansion would destroy wilderness, wildlife, and the native way of life, Caitlin proposed that large tracts of land in the West come under government protection. The government took his suggestion to heart, and President Andrew Jackson established the Hot Springs Reservation in Arkansas. (It became a national park in 1921.) This was the first natural area to be set aside as a federal preserve.


1872: President Ulysses Grant designates Yellowstone as a park “for the benefit and enjoyment of the people.” The federal government managed the park, making Yellowstone the United States’ (and the world’s) first national park.


1880: Frontiersman Harry Yount (called the “father of the park ranger service”) becomes the first national park ranger, called a “gamekeeper” at the time. He quit after just one year, though, saying it was impossible for one man to patrol so many millions of rugged acres. He becomes the first person to propose that a special agency be created to supervise the parks.


1906: Congress passes the Antiquities Act mainly to protect prehistoric Native American ruins. The act authorizes a president to put sites of historic or scientific interest under federal protection as national monuments. Congress intends to use the Antiquities Act to make national monuments out of small, prehistoric sites in the Southwest, but President Theodore Roosevelt has different ideas. The first monument Roosevelt created was Devil’s Tower in Wyoming, a rock formation surrounded by countryside. In all, Roosevelt used the Antiquities Act to designate 18 national monuments during his presidency.


There are 27,000 historic sites within the National Park System’s 390 units.


1912: Park employees begin wearing uniforms and an Alpine-style hat created by designer Sigmund Eisner. The hat was the precursor to the stiff-brimmed “Smokey the Bear” hat that rangers wear today.


1916: By now, there are 17 national parks and 21 national monuments with no government agency overseeing them. President Woodrow Wilson changes that when he signs the Organic Act, which creates the National Park Service. All the national parks and some monuments come under government control.


1917: Stephen T. Mather, a conservationist and self-made millionaire, becomes the first NPS director.


1920: Isabel D. Bassett, a Wesley College graduate with a degree in geology, becomes the first female park ranger; she works at Yellowstone.


1933: The National Park Service is officially put in charge of all national monuments and parklands, including some that had previously been managed by the War Department and the Forest Service.


1933–1941: During the Great Depression, President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal provides jobs to unemployed young men through the creation of the Civilian Conservation Corps. Among their many duties, CCC workers construct new roads, trails, fire towers, and facilities in national parks.


1956: As America’s economy booms and people have more discretionary income, they start to travel, and the country’s national parks are flooded with visitors. Conrad L. Wirth, director of the NPS, begins a 10-year, billion-dollar program to upgrade national park facilities.


What’s the diff? A national park is set aside by an act of Congress, but a national monument is created by a presidential proclamation.


1961: Two national park service sites—Chickamauga and Chattanooga National Military Park in Georgia and Tennessee and Antietam National Battlefield in Maryland—begin holding weapons-firing demonstrations. These were the first living-history exhibits, and the program soon spread to other parks. In the years since, the NPS living history program has become one of the most popular attractions in the national parks.


1963: The famous “Leopold Report” is published. Ecologist A. Starker Leopold and a government-appointed committee on wildlife management report that the goal of the NPS must be to conserve parklands and keep them as close to their original condition (before they were “first visited by the white man”) as possible.


1980: The Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act adds more than 47 million acres (an area larger than New York and Massachusetts combined) to be used for that state’s national parks, doubling the size of Alaska’s national park lands.


1993: Roger G. Kennedy, National Park Service director, introduces a Web site and puts the NPS on the Internet.


1997: Robert G. Stanton, who began his career as a park ranger, is the first African American to head the NPS.


2001: Fran P. Mainella becomes the NPS’s first female director. Under her watch, 6,000 park improvement projects are either started or completed. (She retired in 2006.)


2006: The NPS manages 390 major sites across the country and welcomes more than 280 million visitors a year.
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“The parks do not belong to one state or to one section. . . The Yosemite, the Yellowstone, the Grand Canyon are national properties in which every citizen has a vested interest; they belong as much to the man of Massachusetts, of Michigan, of Florida, as they do to the people of California, of Wyoming, and of Arizona.”


—Stephen T. Mather, NPS Director, 1917–1929





FREE TO BE



A Jewish community in search of a place where it could freely practice its religion found a home in colonial Rhode Island.



STOP AND STAY A WHILE


Having been kicked out of Spain and Portugal during the Inquisition in the 1490s, some Jewish communities resettled in the New World, which generally wasn’t much more hospitable. A Jewish safe haven briefly flourished in Brazil when the region was under Dutch control, but when the Portuguese recaptured Brazil in 1654, many Jewish families chose to move elsewhere.


One group of émigrés first tried to disembark at New Amsterdam (now called New York). Rejected there, they continued up the coast to Newport, Rhode Island. Roger Williams, the governor of Rhode Island, was well known for being tolerant of all religions, so the Jews settled down.


WHAT THEY REALLY NEED IS A BUILDING


Over the next 100 years, the congregation gathered for worship in private houses. But by the mid-1700s, they had a large community and a charismatic leader named Isaac Touro. So they made the first step toward constructing a synagogue: they hired an architect.


They chose Peter Harrison. Often called “America’s first architect,” Harrison was an amateur who designed buildings for fun after making his fortune in shipping and business. For the Jews of Newport, hiring a wealthy architect had a major advantage—the cash-strapped congregation was able to convince Harrison to design the synagogue for free.


The building was constructed between 1759 and 1763 and dedicated on December 2, 1763, making it the oldest synagogue in the United States. The congregation decided to name it after Touro.


HIDE AND SEEK


In his design, Harrison included a feature that has become the stuff of legend: a trapdoor that leads to a small compartment right underneath the reading desk in the center of the sanctuary. Although it’s not clear what the space’s original purpose was, there are some ideas:


First national seashore: Cape Hatteras National Seashore, established in 1953.


Theory #1: Other synagogues, including many in Isaac Touro’s home city of Amsterdam, had trapdoors leading to tunnels that served as emergency escape routes. Although Jews did not face religious persecution in Amsterdam, Europe as a whole had a hostile climate toward Jews at the time, so one couldn’t be too careful. The trapdoor and compartment at Touro Synagogue led nowhere, however. So some people speculate that this was the first step toward building an escape route but the congregation never finished it.


Theory #2: Others say that the compartment was used to hide fugitive slaves. It’s true that the synagogue participated in the Underground Railroad, but the neighborhood around it was a free black zone, where black people didn’t have to worry about being out in public. This fact makes it unlikely that escaped slaves would need to hide underneath Touro Synagogue.


Two more mundane theories about the compartment are that it was either the unfinished start of a way to access the underside of the building or that it was used for storage. (But those explanations are no fun.) The current congregation keeps mechanical controls under there.


CHURCH AND STATE


In addition to being the oldest U.S. synagogue, Touro played a role in the establishment of America’s principles of religious freedom. In 1790, the Bill of Rights not yet ratified, President George Washington visited Newport. A representative of Touro wrote Washington a letter expressing the congregation’s hope that the new country, like Rhode Island, would affirm religious freedom. Washington’s reply assured them that it would. And Newport’s Jews knew they would have a home in the United States.
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Some ground squirrels hibernate up to 8 months a year.





HOMES OF THE LITERATI



How and where the literary half lived.



MINUTE MAN NATIONAL HISTORIC PARK (CONCORD, MASSACHUSETTS)


This park honors the minutemen who fought the British during the American Revolution, but it also includes one of the most famous writers’ houses in the National Park System. Nathaniel Hawthorne was born in Salem, Massachusetts, where his ancestor John Hathorne (the original spelling of the family name) had presided over the Salem witchcraft trials. Hawthorne grew to resent the town—and its history of persecution—displaying early on the social conscience that would make him famous.


Hawthorne at Work: According to legend, Hawthorne burned his first set of short stories because publishers rejected them, and copies of his first novel when it didn’t sell. In 1837, his book Twice Told Tales got good reviews from a tough literary critic named Edgar Allen Poe, but Hawthorne’s career didn’t really take off until 1850, when he published The Scarlet Letter.


Hawthorne at Home: In 1852, after the success of that novel, Hawthorne paid $1,500 for a house on eight acres in Concord, Massachusetts. He bought the home from professor and writer Bronson Alcott (father of Louisa May Alcott, who authored Little Women). In June, Hawthorne and his family moved into the home they called “the Wayside.” Hawthorne lived the rest of his life in that house, writing in his sky parlor.


After Hawthorne died in 1864, the house changed hands several times, but in 1883, another author moved in: Harriett Lothrop—who wrote children’s books (most notably The Five Little Peppers) under the pen name Margaret Sidney—lived there with her husband and daughter.


In 1965, the Wayside became the first literary site to be acquired by the National Park Service. Today, it’s part of Minute Man National Historic Park. When visitors are done touring Hawthorne’s house, they can go next door to Orchard House, where Louisa May Alcott lived when she wrote Little Women. It isn’t run by the park service, but it is a museum open to the public.


The Commandant’s House at Boston National Historical Park is available for weddings.



LONGFELLOW NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE (CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS)


Henry Wadsworth Longfellow grew up in Portland, Maine, as part of a distinguished American family that included generals and legislators. He taught at Bowdoin and Harvard but was eventually able to support himself and his family as the most successful American poet of his day.


Longfellow at Work: The American reading public loved Longfellow’s poetry because it romanticized their lives and history; he praised working men in “The Village Blacksmith,” mythologized Native Americans in “Song of Hiawatha,” and turned forgotten events into patriotic legends in “The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere.”


Modern critics call his writing sentimental, but Longfellow could spin a timeless tale. His 1839 “The Wreck of the Hesperus,” about a skipper caught in a hurricane, inspired a 1948 movie of the same name.


Longfellow at Home: When Longfellow married Fanny Appleton in 1843, his father-in-law gave them a home in Cambridge, Massachusetts, as a wedding present. For the rest of their lives, the Longfellows lived there, raised five children, and entertained celebs of the day like Charles Dickens and Nathaniel Hawthorne.


Built in 1759 for a family who abandoned it during the Revolutionary War, the home (called “Craigie House”) became a barracks for American patriots, including General George Washington, who made it his headquarters during the siege of Boston.


In 1972, the house became the Longfellow National Historic Site when it was donated to the National Park Service. Group and student tours can be arranged by appointment; the grounds and garden are open to the public year-round. And the National Park Service holds special events at Longfellow House, including concerts and poetry readings.


The Herbert Hoover National Historic Site and his birthplace are in West Branch, Iowa.



EDGAR ALLAN POE NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE (PHILADELPHIA, PENNSYLVANIA)


Orphaned at the age of two, Poe lost his beloved foster mother when he was 20; his foster father disowned him. His wife, Virginia, was an invalid for nearly half their marriage until she finally succumbed to tuberculosis in 1847. Two years later, Poe died destitute. But he was also a well-known journalist, literary editor, and critic, and the author of spooky poems and short stories that—more than 150 years later—still send shivers down readers’ spines.


Poe at Work: Poe wrote comic pieces and even science fiction, but his haunted tales were definitely his most famous. His horror classics feature death by haunted mansion in “The Fall of the House of Usher,” by torture in “The Pit and the Pendulum,” by cholera in “The Masque of the Red Death,” and by live burial in “The Cask of Amontillado.” He also wrote the very first mystery novel: Murder at the Rue Morgue.


Poe at Home: Poe lived in Philadelphia from 1838 to 1844, when the city was America’s literary center. In his last year there, he rented a house at 532 North Seventh Street, where he lived with Virginia, his mother-in-law, and a beloved cat named Catarina.


Life on Seventh Street was more cheerful than Poe’s fiction; he hosted intellectual evenings with colleagues and friends in the modest brick home. This was where he wrote “The Tell-Tale Heart,” “The Black Cat,” and “The Gold Bug,” which won a prize in a newspaper-sponsored contest. He started work on “The Raven,” which was later published in New York and which made him internationally famous.


In 1980, Congress declared the house at 532 North Seventh Street in Philadelphia to be the Edgar Allan Poe National Historic Site. Self-guided tours are available through the house (which is unfurnished) and the cellar (which resembles the fictional cellar where a murderer kills his wife in “The Black Cat”). More exhibits and a short film on Poe’s life and work are next door at the visitor’s center. Recitations of Poe’s horrific tales and spooky candlelight tours are held at various times during the year.


Hot Springs National Park is nicknamed the “American Spa.”





THE LAND OF SINKING SANDS



Two tales of sea rescue, brought to you by the Chicamacomico Life-Saving Station on North Carolina’s treacherous Cape Hatteras National Seashore.


The area once known as Chicamacomico, an Indian word meaning “land of sinking sands,” sits on the ocean’s edge, just off of mainland North Carolina. Known as the “Graveyard of the Atlantic,” it’s a place of hidden shoals, violent storms, brutal waves, and strong currents that conspire to bring seagoing vessels to their doom—more than 2,000 ships have sunk in this part of the Atlantic since 1526.


LIFESAVERS


Completed in 1874, the Chicamacomico Life-Saving Station was a wooden shanty staffed by “surfmen” who patrolled the beaches on foot and on horseback, watching for signs of ships in danger. At the sound of a ship’s distress whistle or the sight of a listing mast, the rescue team, led by a “keeper” or captain and usually consisting of six or seven surfmen, would launch lifeboats, row out to the ship, and load the stranded sailors aboard. Rescues were attempted in the worst of weather, including thick fog, blizzards, and during hurricanes. There were times, too, when the weather and water conditions made the use of lifeboats impossible.


INGENIOUS RESCUE


Take the late summer of 1899, for example, when seven sailors aboard the three-masted Minnie Bergen were stranded offshore. High surf and rough weather made launching the lifeboat impossible, but the surfmen managed to save the lives of everyone onboard using a “beach apparatus,” a black powder cannon called a Lyle gun mounted on a wooden carriage that fired a 20-pound projectile attached to a rope 450 yards long. This day, their aim was true, and the projectile flew over the wrecked ship. The endangered crew grabbed it and attached it securely to the ship. Hooked underneath the rope, or hawser, was a rescue device called a “breeches buoy,” a lifesaving flotation ring with pants legs in which a man could sit. One at a time, the sailors were hauled hand over hand to safety on shore.


The Blue Ridge Parkway has 11 visitor centers along its 469-mile route.



IN WITH THE NEW


In 1911 a new, larger lifesaving station was built to house the surfmen, and the old shanty became their boathouse. Over the next few years, much of the lifesaving service was upgraded and modernized. The beach apparatus was replaced by powerboats—which came in handy during one especially perilous rescue incident.


THEIR MOST DARING RESCUE


On August 16, 1918, the British tanker Mirlo struck a mine left by a German submarine off the coast. The ship, which carried a cargo of gasoline and a crew of 51, burst into flames and started to sink.


The keeper called the alarm, and all six surfmen on duty leaped for the powerboat and headed straight for the tanker, which was now about five miles offshore. On the way, they met one of the tanker’s lifeboats carrying 16 men and the captain. From them, the surfmen learned that two other boats were trapped inside a ring of fire surrounding the ship. The keeper knew that the captain’s lifeboat couldn’t land without help, so he directed the captain to wait and headed out after the other boats. Between two walls of flame he saw an overturned lifeboat with six men clinging to it. The surfmen ran their boat through the floating wreckage and burning gas and oil and pulled the six men into their boat. They eventually found the other boat with 19 men aboard and towed it to where the keeper had told the first boat to wait.


The surfmen successfully rescued 42 of the 51 British sailors on the Mirlo. Their dash into the fire was so heroic that the British government awarded them Gold Life Saving medals. And the U.S. honored each of them with an American Cross of Honor, an award that only five others have ever received in U.S. history.


VISITING CHICAMACOMICO


Chicamacomico Life-Saving Station, the only surviving station in North Carolina, is being restored to its original state. Visitors can see the original boathouse, the station itself, and a completely furnished home of one of the keepers that’s been relocated to the site. A museum houses artifacts and displays about the surfmen and the rescue station, and in the summer, staff members tell the stories of the history of the station and its most famous rescues.


Cape Hatteras National Seashore has many kid-specific activities “Seashore Arts” and “Pirate Times” are two favorite programs.


But the most popular attraction at Chicamacomico has always been the reenactment of the weekly lifesaving drills, complete with beach apparatus: the Lyle gun is shot off, the hawser is attached to a mast erected on the beach, and a volunteer slides down in the breeches buoy to safety.


And in case you were wondering—even though the surfmen lived by the motto, “You have to go out, but you do not have to come back!” no Chicamacomico surfman’s life has ever been lost at sea.


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


LIGHT THE WAY


The best-known landmark on the Outer Banks is the black and white spiral-striped Cape Hatteras Lighthouse, the nation’s tallest brick lighthouse, which was built in 1870. Although it has survived some 40 hurricanes over the years and even a series of earthquakes in 1886, over time the distance between it and the ocean kept diminishing. Originally built only 1,500 feet from shore, a controversial decision to relocate the lighthouse was made when the buffer diminished to 120 feet. The National Park Service spent more than $3 million studying various options before reaching its decision. In 1999 the 4,800-ton lighthouse was moved without mishap.


The Hatteras lighthouse is one of 406 historic lighthouses over 50 years old that is still in active use as a navigational aid. However, in the near future, the Coast Guard intends to retire many lighthouses.





RED-HOT MAMA



Gushing over geysers, hooting for hot springs, flushing out fumaroles: it’s geothermal grandeur galore!


Geysers are the most dramatic members of the geothermal-emissions family. Their close relatives, the hot springs, are kinder and gentler and don’t get as much press. The rough and smelly side of the family is represented by the fumaroles and the least-attractive members of the family—the mud pots.


RED-HOT MAGMA


Geysers form in volcanic areas where magma (molten rock) is relatively close to the surface—just one or two miles down. Of course, they need lots of hot water. The geysers in Yellowstone National Park spew a stupefying 75 million gallons of water into the air every day. The water comes from the rain and snow that have percolated down through the earth into the geyser’s plumbing system. This trickle-down effect takes a long time—centuries, in fact. The water that shoots out of Yellowstone’s geysers today is 500 years old. Geysers also need a special rock known as geyserite and underground channels with one or more constrictions near the top.


The magma heats the water to 500°F or more. (The water doesn’t turn to steam because of the immense pressure it’s under.) The pressure continues to build until the water rises, spilling some into the geyser’s pool at the surface. This sudden decrease in pressure triggers a violent chain reaction. The superheated water bursts through the constriction, and the geyser erupts. Hot springs are geysers without the constriction. The boiling water gurgles to the surface into a bubbling pool. It’s that simple.


WHAT A GAS, MAN


Fumaroles are basically steam vents—holes in the earth that are blowing off steam; what little water there is rises to the surface and boils away. Instead of shooting water into the air like geysers, fumaroles pass gas—hydrogen sulfide, to be exact—which produces a horrible “rotten egg” smell. Mud pots form when hydrogen sulfide bubbles up through the water and is eaten and metabolized by bacteria that convert the hydrogen sulfide to sulfuric acid. One of Yellowstone’s mud pots, in fact, is as acidic as battery acid. The acid dissolves the rock into a mucky clay that boils, burps, and throws lumps of mud on unwary observers. Even when it isn’t converted into sulfuric acid, hydrogen sulfide can be lethal at high levels.


Taking souvenirs of any kind (even rocks) is prohibited at all national parks.



LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION


Yellowstone National Park has the most geothermal features in the world: 300 geysers—more geysers than the rest of the world combined. New Zealand is a distant second. Geysers are found on every continent except Antarctica. Outside of Yellowstone, only Siberia, New Zealand, and Iceland have a significant number of geysers. Geysir is an Icelandic word meaning “spouter” or “gusher” and is actually the name of a particular geyser in Iceland. Considering that geologic time is measured in millions of years, geysers are babies. The oldest geyser in the world—thought to be Castle Geyser, just a short walk from Old Faithful—is between 5,000 and 40,000 years old (geyserology is an inexact science). Old Faithful is roughly 300 years old.


MORE GRISLY THAN GRIZZLIES


Don’t get too close. At Yellowstone’s altitude, water boils at 199°F; some hot springs spike up to 205°F. Lovely to look at, but lethal. At least 19 people have accidentally boiled to death in Yellowstone’s hot springs—more than have been killed by its bears.


MAKING A COMEBACK


Geologically speaking, geysers don’t last long. They’ve been known to explode, blowing out their plumbing systems and becoming mere hot springs.


But there have been cases where hot springs have suddenly become geysers due to the intervention of humans. Solitary Spring in Yellowstone was channeled many years ago to provide hot water for a swimming pool, but when the water level decreased, Solitary Spring became Solitary Geyser. More geysers and hot springs are “spouting up” all the time. One rookie is Parking Lot Spring, discovered one day by a Yellowstone ranger in—you guessed it—a parking lot.


To read about geyser gazers, turn to page 141.


There are nearly 2,400 national historic landmark sites in the United States.
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GREAT GEYSER FACTS


•Two-thirds of the world’s geysers are in Yellowstone National Park.


•Most of those, including the famous Old Faithful, can be found in Yellowstone’s Upper Geyser Basin. This one-square-mile area contains about 150 geysers.


•In the early 19th century, tourists used to stuff objects such as furniture and food into thermal springs like Old Faithful, just to see them fly into the air when the geysers blew. This contaminated many of the geysers with bacteria, and some became inactive as a result.


•Want to see a geyser in the backcountry? Take a five-mile hike to Yellostone’s Lone Star Geyeser Basin and catch an eruption of Lone Star Geyser, which shoots into the air every three hours or so. You can pick up the trail just south of Old Faithful.


A single brown bat can catch hundreds of mosquitoes in an hour.





LITTLE THINGS MEAN A LOT



Don’t sweat the small stuff? That may be good personal advice, but in history, small stuff can be a big deal. A little-known, split-second decision by one Confederate soldier had a powerful influence on the Battle of Gettysburg—and maybe even the course of the Civil War.


The Confederate Army was winning the war for secession when it marched into Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, in the summer of 1863. The Union Army had retreated after decisive victories by Confederate general Robert E. Lee, who was now on the offensive and pushing deep into Union territory.


That June 30, the battle-worn Southern army was hungry for Northern supplies and eager for another victory. If General Lee could push through the line of Union troops, he and his men had a clear shot at marching through Washington, D.C., and raising the Confederate flag over the U.S. Capitol.


THE RED STAIN


To stop the Confederate threat, President Lincoln had dispatched General George Meade and his men, who caught up with Lee in Pennsylvania. On July 1, two closely matched armies—75,000 troops under a Confederate flag and 88,000 under the Union’s Stars and Stripes—faced off in the green hills around Gettysburg.


It was July 3 before the battle was over. More than 7,000 of those 163,000 troops were dead. Another 27,000 were wounded. And more than 48,000 were missing in action. Gettysburg was littered with body parts, exploded caissons, and dying horses. Its green hills were stained blood red.


The awful battle horrified both North and South; it also marked the turning point of the Civil War. General Lee never took that march through Washington. The Union line had held—just barely. And Lincoln knew the country had come through a close call. But even he didn’t know just how close.


The “Water Gap” is where the Delaware River cuts through a mountain ridge.



DO OR DIE


By the second day of the battle, the Union army was faltering and the Confederates were poised to take Little Round Top, a strategic hill on the far left edge of the Union position. Taking the hill would allow the Confederate forces to outflank and circumvent the Union line. They could put more of the Union men in their sights, and they would have a clear, undefended path to Washington. To defend the hill, a volunteer militia—the 20th Maine—was sent to take up the southern spur of Little Round Top with orders to hold the ground or die trying.


The 308 men of the 20th Maine weren’t led by a professional military man. Instead, their colonel was a scholar: Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, a graduate of Bangor Theological Seminary and professor of rhetoric and oratory at Bowdoin College. Chamberlain was on sabbatical and could have been studying in Europe. But he’d chosen to defend his country instead. Some historians believe that it was Chamberlain’s scholarship and leadership, combined with the bravery of the men of the 20th, that changed the course of the Civil War.


A STUDIED DEFENSE


The professor believed in learning and had studied everything he could about military strategy. At Gettysburg, in the thick of battle, outnumbered by the 500 Confederate troops of the 15th Alabama, Chamberlain ordered a complicated military maneuver called the “refusal of the line.” The action helped the 20th Maine defend against flank attacks. Against all odds, they held their ground.


Confederate colonel William C. Oates would later say that he thought that his men nearly penetrated the Union line five times, but five times the 20th Maine turned them back. As Chamberlain would later write of his troops, “How men held on, each one knows—not I.” Historians agree that the men were aided by Chamberlain’s leadership. At one point, the center of the Union line opened. Determined to keep the hill, Chamberlain filled that position himself. (Remember that center position; it comes up later.)


But though the volunteers of the 20th managed to hold out, their ammunition was nearly gone. The men were tired; a third of the regiment was dead. The command was to keep control of the hill. Retreat wasn’t an option. Yet Chamberlain knew there was no way that the 20th Maine could repel the 15th Alabama again.


Pennsylvania’s Delaware River watershed provides water for 10% of Americans.



LITTLE ROUND TOP WAS A BIG DEAL


Chamberlain went on the offensive. Because his unit was running low on bullets, he ordered his men to charge with bayonets. So the 20th Maine, in one long line, swept down the hill with bayonets at the ready. By now, they were only 200 men, but they screamed with a bloodcurdling noise that made them sound like 600. The Confederates, exhausted and suffering horrific casualties of their own, may have believed that they were outnumbered. In any case, they fled.


The 20th Maine, under the brilliant leadership of Colonel Chamberlain, had saved Little Round Top. Because the Union line was so vulnerable there, some U.S. historians give the Battle of Little Round Top credit for saving the day at Gettysburg. Colonel Oates, leader of the 15th Alabama, wrote, “Great events sometimes turn on comparatively small affairs.”


Joshua Chamberlain was awarded a Medal of Honor for his service on Little Round Top. Thirty years after the battle, Chamberlain received a small package in the mail containing the medal. The citation read: “Daring heroism and great tenacity in holding his position on the Little Round Top against repeated assaults.”


SOUTHERN GRACE


Chamberlain’s contribution was great. But remember above when we told you that Chamberlain filled the Union’s open center position himself? Years after the war, Chamberlain received a letter from a soldier of the 15th Alabama. “Twice in that fight I had your life in my hands,” the soldier wrote. Describing Chamberlain’s position, he explained:


You were standing in the open behind the center of your line, full exposed. I knew your rank by your uniform and your action, and I thought it a mighty good thing to put you out of the way. I rested my gun on the rock and took steady aim. I started to pull the trigger, but some queer notion stopped me. Then I got ashamed of my weakness and went through the same motions again. I had you, perfectly certain. But that same queer something shut right down on me. I couldn’t pull the trigger, and gave it up—that is, your life. I am glad of it now, and hope you are.


First national military park: the Chickamauga and Chattanooga battle sites.


Today, the site of the infamous Battle of Gettysburg is a National Military Park in southwestern Pennsylvania.
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FORD’S THEATRE NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE


This landmark is best known as the place where President Abraham Lincoln was shot by John Wilkes Booth on April 14, 1865, while attending a performance of the comedy Our American Cousin.


However, the events of that ill-fated day might never have happened had theater proprietor John Thompson Ford heeded the warnings of others when he was told it would be bad luck to convert the former Baptist church he leased in 1861 into a theater. Prior to Lincoln’s assassination, the theater was destroyed once by fire. Later, in 1893, part of the theater collapsed, bringing down the house and injuring 68 people.


After Lincoln’s death, the theater was shut down, but it reopened in 1968 as a living memorial to Lincoln. Today, Ford’s Theatre is still an operating theater.


Independence National Historical Park spans 55 acres in Philadelphia.





MATHER NATURE



Here’s how a West Coast marketing whiz became the first director of the National Park Service.
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