
The Untold Story of the State Park Movement
in America: How a Vision for Preservation
Transformed the Nation

When we think of the great natural wonders of America, our minds often drift to
iconic national parks such as Yellowstone, Yosemite, or the Grand Canyon.
However, behind these iconic landmarks lies a hidden gem – the state park
movement.

The state park movement, which began in the late 19th century, played a crucial
role in shaping America's recreational landscape and preserving its natural
wonders for future generations. It was a grassroots initiative driven by individuals
who recognized the need to protect and oversee the country's diverse
ecosystems at a local level.
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The Birth of the State Park Movement

As America transitioned into an industrialized nation, rapid urbanization and
increasing demands for resources posed a threat to the country's natural beauty.
It was during this period that visionaries emerged, driven by a desire to safeguard
the nation's natural heritage.

Leading the charge was America's first state park, Niagara Falls State Park in
New York, established in 1885. This historic milestone paved the way for a
movement that would soon spread like wildfire across the nation.

Creating a New Model for Preservation: The State Park System

The establishment of state parks ushered in a new era of conservation and
preservation. The state park system became the vehicle through which each
state could protect its unique natural features, historic sites, and provide
recreational opportunities for its citizens.

Throughout the late 19th and early 20th centuries, state after state embraced the
concept of state parks, creating a network of protected areas accessible to all.
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From the majestic coastline of California to the windswept plains of Kansas, these
parks celebrated America's diverse landscapes and provided a refuge for both
wildlife and humans alike.

Building for the Future: The Role of the Civilian Conservation Corps

During the Great Depression, President Franklin D. Roosevelt introduced a series
of New Deal programs to stimulate the economy and provide jobs for millions of
unemployed Americans. One of the most significant and lasting contributions
came from the creation of the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC).

The CCC played a pivotal role in the development, expansion, and improvement
of state parks. Young men from all walks of life were employed to build trails,
roads, bridges, cabins, and other infrastructure necessary for the successful
operation of these parks. Their hard work not only preserved natural landscapes
but also provided opportunities for education and training in conservation,
instilling a sense of environmental stewardship in the young workforce.

Conservation Challenges and Triumphs

Throughout its history, the state park movement faced numerous challenges,
from political pressures to budget constraints. However, the movement not only
survived but thrived. State parks grew in numbers and size, encompassing vast
areas of land and becoming essential components of state economies.

One of the greatest triumphs of the movement was its contribution to the
preservation of endangered and threatened species. Through effective
management and habitat restoration programs, state parks became havens for
numerous plant and animal species on the brink of extinction.

State Parks Today: Legacy and Future



As we step into the 21st century, state parks remain a testament to the vision and
perseverance of their founders. Millions of visitors flock to state parks each year,
seeking solace in nature and an escape from the hustle and bustle of modern life.

However, the challenges continue. Population growth, climate change, and urban
encroachment pose new threats to these precious natural habitats. Nevertheless,
state park systems across the nation are adapting, embracing new technologies,
and working tirelessly to face the challenges head-on.

The future of state parks rests in the hands of the next generation of
conservationists, park rangers, and outdoor enthusiasts. Through education,
advocacy, and continued support, we can ensure that the state park movement
remains a beacon of conservation, preserving America's natural wonders for
generations to come.

So, the next time you plan a trip to one of the iconic national parks, remember the
unsung heroes of the state park movement. Their dedication and passion made it
possible for us to enjoy the beauty and serenity of nature right in our own
backyards.
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Essentially a phenomenon of the twentieth century, America’s pioneering state
park movement has grown rapidly and innovatively to become one of the most
important forces in the preservation of open spaces and the provision of public
outdoor recreation in the country. During this time, the movement has been
influenced and shaped by many factors—social, cultural, and economic—
resulting in a wide variety of expressions. While everyone agrees that the state
park movement has been a positive and beneficial force on the whole, there
seems to be an increasing divergence of thought as to exactly what direction the
movement should take in the future.
In The State Park Movement in America, Ney Landrum, recipient of almost two
dozen honors and awards for his service to state and national parks, places the
movement for state parks in the context of the movements for urban and local
parks on one side and for national parks on the other. He traces the evolution of
the state park movement from its imprecise and largely unconnected origins to its
present status as an essential and firmly established state government
responsibility, nationwide in scope. Because the movement has taken a number
of separate, but roughly parallel, paths and produced differing schools of thought
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concerning its purpose and direction, Landrum also analyzes the circumstances
and events that have contributed to these disparate results and offers critical
commentary based on his long tenure in the system.
As the first study of its kind, The State Park Movement in America will fill a
tremendous void in the literature on parks. Given that there are more than five
thousand state parks in the United States, compared with fewer than five hundred
national parks and historic sites, this history is long overdue. It will be of great
interest to anyone concerned with federal, state, or local parks, as well as to land
resource managers generally.
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