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Scene near Madison Junction, purported birthplace of the “National Park Idea,” Yellowstone National Park 



Old Faithful  geyser and Old Faithful Inn, Robert Reamer, 1903, Yellowstone National Park 



Old Faithful Inn, Robert Reamer, 1903, Yellowstone 

National Park 



John Muir, “Our National Parks,” 1901  Stephen Mather, “Park-to-Park Highway,” 1915 





Camping in Yosemite Valley, 1920s 



Proposed new village, 

designed by Mark Daniels, 

1914 (unbuilt) 

“Old Village,” Yosemite Valley, 

Yosemite National Park, 

California, in the 1920s 



Mary E. J. Colter, Lookout Studio, 1914, Grand Canyon National Park 



South Rim Village plan,  ca.1920, Daniel Hull, landscape architect. 

Grand Canyon National Park, Arizona 

 

Top to bottom on right: South Rim trail (1930s); Second Administration 

Building, 1929, Thomas Vint; First Administration Building, 1921, Daniel 

Hull, Grand Canyon National Park 



Typical construction details (for Yellowstone), NPS, 1920s-30s 

  



Obsidian Cliff “Nature Shrine,”  (Yellowstone) 

Roadside geology interpretation designed  by NPS 

landscape architects in the 1920s 

  



“Master Plan” sheets for Mount Rainier 

National Park, Washington, 1930s 

Dormant volcano with largest system 

of glaciers in the  U.S. (except Alaska) 

 



Approach to Logan Pass, Glacier National Park, Montana ; 

Going-to-the-Sun Highway,  1927 planning diagram and view of site today 



Logan Pass and Going-to-the-Sun Road, Glacier National Park, Montana, 1927-1939 



Norris Geyser Basin Trailside Museum, 

Yellowstone National Park, Herbert Maier, 1929 





•  Facilitation of automotive tourism (“enjoyment”), while still 

“conserving” scenic and historic landscapes “unimpaired”; 
 

• Standardization throughout the “system” of building types, 

signs, uniforms, visitor amenities, interpretive approach; 
 

• Rustic construction defined in terms of “native” materials, 

“pioneer” and other historical/ethnographic references; 
 

• Typology of conservation, recreational, historical areas; 
 

• Zoning at level of town (park “villages”) and region (park 

“master plan”). 
 

 

 

Some (State/National) Park Design Principles, 

ca. 1916-1942 at the U.S. NPS 



Cars in new Yosemite Village, as built in 1920s, Yosemite National Park, California 



Cars in Yosemite Village, 1960s 



“The dilemma  of our parks…” 

Newton Drury, NPS Director, 1949 

Mission 66 Brochures, 1956, 

NPS Harpers Ferry Center Archive 



Progress of U.S. Interstate Highway System construction, 1940s-1960s 



Traffic  in Yellowstone National Park, Wyoming, ca.1955 



• One billion dollars spent between 1956 and 1966 to modernize 
and expand the U.S. national park system; 

 

• Overall Purpose: to allow great increase in visitors (in cars) 
while (hopefully) protecting park landscapes—“Enjoyment 
without Impairment”; 

 

• Capacity increased through construction: widening roads, 
enlarging parking lots and campgrounds, building visitor 
centers, etc.; 

 

• Intended (in many cases)  to remove overnight lodges and 
create “day use” destinations in parks (visitor centers, picnic 
areas, overlooks, etc.) relocated to less “sensitive” areas; 

 

• Success or failure? Still debated! But some good, some bad… 

 

“MISSION 66” 



Mission 66 Brochure, 1956 



 

MISSION 66: 

Parks as “day use” or overnight 

destinations?  Or often BOTH— 

Paradise Inn (1917) not 

demolished as planned…  

Paradise Visitor Center, 

completed 1967 





Carlsbad Caverns National Park Visitor Center, 1953-1955, Cecil Doty, and NPS architects,  



Oak Creek Visitor Center, Zion NP, 1957 

Panther Junction Visitor Center, Big Bend NP, 



Craters of the Moon Visitor Center (Idaho) 



Slide: Memorial Cairn, Plan Slide: Memorial Cairn, Plan 

Quarry Visitor Center, Dinosaur National Monument, Anshen and Allen, 1957 



Wright Brothers National Historic Site Visitor Center, Mitchell ,Giurgola 



Gettysburg Visitor Center and Cyclorama, Richard Neutra, 1962 



Beaver Meadows Visitor Center, Rocky Mountain National Park, Colorado, Taliesen Associates 





Yellowstone National Park Campground, ca. 1956 



















Canyon Village Lodge, Welton Becket, Yellowstone National Park, 1956 







Mission 66 Brochures 



Tioga Road, Yosemite National Park, and contemporary editorial cartoon 





• Increased facilitation of automotive tourism through extensive 

development for higher levels of (more often) day-use visitation; 
 

• Centralization of services (one-stop shopping) in “visitor 

centers,” with related road, parking, campground enlargement; 
 

• Expansion of park system (recreation areas, seashores, historic 

sites), as well as of visitor capacities of individual parks; 
 

• Harmonization (visual) in building achieved through horizontal 

massing, minimal ornament, efficient planning—not “rustic”; 
 

• Professionalization of staff, permanently increased levels of 

funding per unit of system. 

 

Some (National) Park Design Principles, 

ca. 1942-1966 



Expanded the national park 

system (new parks, new types 

of parks) 

 

Increased funding and 

professional capacity of NPS 

 

Prevented more widespread 

destruction, considering 

numbers of tourists involved 

 

Kept the park system “public” in  

meaningful ways 

Overemphasis on “recreation” 

not preservation and 

appreciation 

 

Did not integrate science and 

scientists adequately 

 

Created undesirable new 

development (road 

widenings, motel complexes)  

 

Limited public experience to 

“windshield tourism” for TOO 

MANY PEOPLE AND CARS 

  

“Mission 66”: SUCCESS OR FAILURE? 





Less diverse nation, less 

diverse public 
 

Growing size of visiting public 
 

Threats inside park borders: 

public “loving parks to death” 
 

Automotive public tourism 

accommodated 
 

Passive public experience 

(through a windshield?) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

More diverse population (but 

often not in national parks!) 
 

Flat or declining visitation (?) 
 

Threats outside borders: climate 

change, habitat loss, sprawl 
 

Alternative transportation and 

experience sought 
 

Reclaimed, more direct  

relationship between public 

and park landscapes sought 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Then  (1966)   Now  (2016) 



No public participation, no 

environmental “compliance” 

 

Almost 100% public funding  

 

No public process; centralized 

control of planning, design 
 

Perceived monolithic public 

  and “public interest” 
 

Single interpretive narrative to 

serve “the” public 

 
 

 

 

 

Lots of public participation—

resources better protected  

 

Partnership funding/user fees, 

in addition to public funding 
 

Local initiative, meetings, 

partnerships, consultants 
 

Multiple publics, interests, 

sources of funding 
 

Multiple and layered meanings 

for diverse publics 

 

 

 

  

Then  (1966)   Now  (2016) 



• An idea (and a name) created by U.S. National Park Service 
planners in 1955—linked to automotive tourism. 

 

• VCs today include more office space, retail space, etc.— 

• Is all the added program needed? 

 

• Do some VCs dominate the park experience rather than 
enhance it (IMAX theaters, etc.)? 

 

• Are large buildings affordable, sustainable, or desirable in park 
landscapes? 

 

• Are there “DE-centralized” options that encourage less passive 
forms of landscape engagement? 

 

• Are there other options to the VC/automotive tourism concept? 

BEYOND the “Visitor Center”? 





Park planning and design must demonstrate: 

 

• Reverence to place 

 

• Engagement of all people 

 

• Expansion beyond traditional boundaries 

 

• Advancement of sustainability 

 

• Knowledge-informed decision making 

 

• An integrated research, planning, design, and review process 

Draft Park Design Principles, 
Fort Baker, San Francisco, December 2008 



















• A more diverse public must be reflected in park design and 
interpretation for parks to remain valued; 

 

• Environmental disruption and climate change and must be 
anticipated in order for parks to remain functional; 

 

• Guidelines for sustainability (LEED standards, 2009 ASLA 
Sustainable Sites Initiative,1994 NPS sustainability guidelines) 
should be incorporated into park design principles; 

 

• Decision making must be based in science; 

 

• Architectural historicism—including rustic, neo-traditional, and 
modernist varieties—does not constitute a park design strategy. 
 

 
 

 

Further Development of Fort Baker Statement 
Desirable principles (easy ones): 

 



• Visitors should have varied and direct experiences of nature 
and natural processes in park “developed areas”; 
 

• New technologies and intents in park interpretation should 
mean significant change in the pattern, pace, and content of 
park visits, and in the design of new interpretive landscapes; 
 

• Alternative circulation (transportation) must be considered in 
terms of new modes of experience, not just infrastructure; 
 

• The principle of “harmonization” of conflicting uses, groups, or 
purposes remains valuable; 
 

• The function of the park “visitor center” must be reconsidered— 
which services are essential and consistent with social and 
environmental goals?  How are they best delivered? 
 

• Contemporary municipal park design should continue to be a 
source of inspiration in the design of “developed areas.” 
 

 

Further Development of Fort Baker Statement 
Desirable principles (up for discussion): 

 


