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CHAPTER SEVEN

PARKS FOR PEOPLE

Lyndon Johnson and the National Park System
Y

MELODY WEBB

The horrors of the Vietnam War have shaped people’s perception of Lyndon
Johnson. Few remember the contributions of his Great Society. Many African-
Americans worship John E. Kennedy for giving them their civil rights, and the
elderly venerate Franklin D. Roosevelt for Medicare.! So it is with Johnson’s
conservation record. Those who do acknowledge the Sixties for the growth of
the modern environmental movement acclaim Stewart Udall as the greatest
Secretary of the Interior. Some may give grudging recognition to Lady Bird
Johnson for her work towards “beautification.” Only a few appreciate Lyndon
Johnson’s commitment to expanding the opportunities for more Americans to
enjoy their national parks.?

Nonetheless, Johnson made national parks a pivotal part of his Great So-
ciety. Between 1963 and 1968 he established more new park areas than any
president in history. In addition, he pioneered resourceful concepts in coopera-
tive management, devised an imaginative means for purchasing park land,
recognized the significance of ecosystem management, exported the national
park idea abroad, expanded historic preservation into America’s urban land-
scape, and provided recreational areas for the nation’s largest cities.

Ironically, one of the most controversial presidents in the twentieth century
wanted to be “most of all a peace President and to be a conservation Presi-
dent.”® He took great pride in his conservation record and, at least thirteen

times, cited his administration’s achievements in his speeches.? He also reveled

in news articles and letters praising his conservation record.> Although known
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President Lyndon B. Jobnson with Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall, January 30, 1967.
(Photograph courtesy LBJ Library, Austin, Téxas.)

Parks for People 123

as an egotist, Johnson was unusually careful to share with Congress the credic
for his conservation accomplishments.®

Because of his success with Congress, many environmental writers perceived
Tohnson as a pragmaric schemer. reaping political capital from a popular cause.
They doubted his sincerity and commitment to conservation.”

But Johnson’s genuine commitment sprang from an intimate, almost mysti-
cal, tie to the land. “When I come here [to the LBJ Ranch in Texas] and stay
two or three days it’s a breath of fresh air,” he told journalist Stewart Alsop. “I
go away ready to challenge the world. . . . [No other place] can do for me what
this soil, this land, this water, this people, and what these hills, these surround-
ings can do. They represent memories of half a century and they provide the
stimulation and inspiration that nothing else can provide.”®

Johnson used those memories in his speeches and expressed his concern that
futuie generations would not have the samc opportunities unless land was set
aside and preserved. He described how, as a child of five or six, he would cross
the dusty field and walk along the banks of the Pedernales River to visit his
grandfather. “And those hills, and those fields, and that river were the only
world that I really had in those years,” he told the delegates to the White House
Conference on Natural Beauty in 1965. “So I did not know how much more
beautiful it was than that of many other boys’.”

“All my life I have drawn strength, and something more, from those Texas
hills,” he continued. “Sometimes, in the highest councils of the Nation, in this
house, I sit back and I can almost feel that rough, unyielding, sticky clay soil
between my toes, and it stirs memories that often give me comfort and some-
times give me a pretty firm purpose.”

Then he lamented that not all the boys in America had the privilege to grow
up in a wide and open country. “We can give them something,” he insisted,
“and we are going to. We can let each of them feel a little of whar the first
settlers must have felt, as they stood unbelieving before the endless majesty of
our great land. Thus, they, too, will reach for the wonders of our future,
reinforced by the treasured values of our past.”

When Johnson became president in November 1963, he inherited a number
of pending conservation bills. Some had been stymied for years. President
Kennedy had requested the Wilderness Bill and the Land and Water Conserva-
tion Bill as well as congressional authorization for four recreation areas—
Sleeping Bear Dunes in Michigan, Indiana Dunes in Indiana, Fire Island in
New York, Assateague Island in Maryland, and Ozark Riverways in Missouri.
Stewart Udall, Secretary of the Interior under Kennedy and Johnson, gave the
bills only a s0—50 chance of passing.!® Despite all the other issues Johnson was
juggling, he still wrote a letter to Congressman Wayne Aspinall, Chairman of
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the House Interior Committee, affirming his support for the Land and Water
Conservation Fund Bill."

During the next five months, leading up to his Great Society speech, John-
son and his staff worked with Congress on these seven priority bills. At the
department and bureau level, capable and hard-working men—Stewart Udall
and George Hartzog, Director of the National Park Service—delivered the
operational requirements to make Johnson’s wishes reality. Then his White
House aides forwarded the bureau and department paperwork to him with
their own summary, a recommendation for action, and a check-off box. John-
son provided direct guidance on all of these bills through these check-off boxes
and additional scribbled instructions, such as telling them who to call, when to
seek compromises, and other politically savvy advice. As a result of his personal
attention and interest, he eventually signed six of the seven Kennedy initiatives
info law.12

Only six months into his new administration, on May 22, 1964, President
Johnson delivered his Great Society speech. The Great Society focused not
only on cities and classrooms but on the countryside too. He believed the Great
Society was a “place where man can renew contact with nature.” But parks
were overcrowded, seashores overburdened, and green fields and forests were
disappearing. Thus, he urged Americans to act immediately to prevent an ugly
America. “For once the battle is lost, once our natural splendor is destroyed, it
can never be recaptured.”!?

Johnson did act with dispatch. In the next four years he established twelve
* task forces on the environment and called White House conferences on natural

beauty. He also directed his attention to establishing Redwood National Park—
the nation’s most significant unprotected natural resource. “I have expressed
my concern and determination to save our countrysides,” he reminded Ameri-
cans. “I know of no better place to begin than in this work of saving the
majestic redwood forests of the American West.” !4
By September 17, 1964, President Johnson’s energies had paid off. He had
signed five major conservation bills. The Land and Water Conservation Fund
Bill allocated money for land acquisition for the National Park System. The
. Wilderness Bill established a National Wilderness Preservation System of fed-
eral lands that would be maintained in a wilderness state—an “area where the
earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is
a visitor who does not remain.” Canyonlands National Park was the first new
national park to be established since 1956. Fire Island National Seashore prom-
ised recreational opportunities for the millions of people in New York City.
Ozark Scenic Riverways gave Missouri its first national park area and was the
stimulus for a new system of wild and scenic rivers. Moreover, to protect
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America’s cultural heritage, he had established eight national historic sites,
including one international park.!s

On September 17, 1964, at an inauspicious breakfast in Portland, Oregon,
President Johnson launched his New Conservation program. He vniced con-
cern for three changing forces—the growing population and its pressures on
the nation’s recreational resources, technology and its waste products as threats
to the destruction of nature, and urbanization and its effect of cutting off
people from nature. “Conservation must move from nature’s wilderness to the
manmade wilderness of our cities,” he expounded. “This requires a new con-
servation. . . . Its concern is not with nature alone, but with the total relation
between man and the world around him. Its object is not just man’s welfare,
but the dignity of his spirit.” He vowed to press ahead—to develop new
recreation areas near large population centers and inaugurate a national system
of scenic riverways “And T rell you now that this hope will always bc amoing ihe
closest to my heart,” he concluded. “So let us not leave our task with the
reproach of our children already ringing in our ears. Far, far too much is at
stake. These are the resources on which our future rests.”6

After his landslide election in 1964, Johnson believed that he had 2 mandate
for his Great Society. Ironically, in 1965, for the first time, he attempted to use
national park areas to further political rather than conservation goals. When
the new Democratic congressman from Iowa introduced a bill to commemo-
rate former President Herbert Hoover to the embarrassment of Towa’s Republi-
can delegation, Johnson threw his support behind the legislation. Then, by
planning a bipartisan signing ceremony at the White House, Johnson hoped to
pull off a political victory. When former President Dwight Eisenhower pre-
ferred to attend a golf tournament and aides neglected to invite Richard Nixon
and Barry Goldwater, Johnsor’s plan backfired.!”

Despite Johnson’s interest in national parks, he visited only one while presi-
dent. On October 3, 1965, he signed an immigration bill at Liberty Island in
New York Harbor. Although Secretary Udall repeatedly invited Johnson to
national park areas, he preferred to gain political mileage through White
House signing ceremonies and sought solace from nature at his Texas ranch.
Instead, Mrs. Johnson went. She visited Big Bend, Grand Teton, Padre Island,
and Redwoods and became a staunch supporter of national parks.!8

As the summer of 1965 heated up, Johnson signed the Voting Rights legisla-
tion, sent American troops into combat in Vietnam, and approved Medicare.
Then in August, Watts blew up. Once again his attention turned to the cities
and their need for recreation. The passage of the enabling legislation for Dela-
ware Water Gap National Recreation Area established a 72,000-acre national
park halfway between New York and Philadelphia. Now, an additional IS
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percent of the nation’s population would live within 100 miles of a recreational
area. These were city people surrounded by noise, decaying buildings, and
despoiled landscapes. Johnson sincerely believed they yearned for beaury and
hungered for the opportunity to find refreshment in nature. “I hope that I
might find some small place in history,” he said, “as a President who cared and
a President who tried and a President who, in small measure, succeeded in pre-
serving and in enriching the natural beauty of our land and thus making more
beautiful the lives of all our people.”'? Three weeks later he signed Assateague
Island National Seashore into law—the last undeveloped seashore between
Massachusetts and North Carolina—preserving more “Eastern wilderness.”

As the Vietnam Wiar escalated and race riots erupted throughout the nation,
Johnson focused more and more on parks for people. “The real challenge of
conservation is just beginning,” he pronounced. “Great national parks and
grear narional seashares lacared in faraway, distant places do not satisfy the
needs of the people who are a part of our urban civilization. The serenity of
nature must be more than a once-a-year experience.” He urged the preserva-
tion of more land around and in cities.?®

By late summer, he was able to boast that “for the first time, America is
winning the battle of conservation. Every year now, we are saving more land
than we are losing.” While urban development consumed a million acres,
nearly two million acres had been set aside for conservation—land where it was
the most accessible to the greatest number of people.?!

Yet in addition to his emphasis on parks near population centers, Johnson
put personal energy into the preservation of two large western parks—North
Cascades in Washington and Redwoods in California. For the redwoods, he
enlisted the support of Walter Reuther of the United Automobile Workers
Union, philanthropist-conservationist Laurance Rockefeller, and environmen-
tal organizations. When lumber companies deliberately moved into the pro-
posed park area and began cutting the giant trees, Johnson swung into action.
He dictated to his aides, “Let’s go full steam ahead—get Carl [Albert] & the
speaker to help.” Rather than follow Udall’s advice and seek emergency legisla-
tion to suspend all tree cutting, Johnson made a personal appeal to the lumber
companies, which agreed to restrict harvesting. Still, 1966 ended without a
Redwood National Park.??

Meanwhile bureaucratic infighting stalled North Cascades National Park.

The area proposed lay within a national forest, and Agricultural Secretary

Orville Freeman resisted its transfer to the National Park Service. Disgusted
with the squabbling, Johnson sent identical letters to Secretaries Udall and
Freeman: “I believe it essential that you personally and jointly inspect the area
as quickly as possible. . . . I wish this matter to be resolved promptly.” To ensure
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resolution he sent along his personal representative from the Bureau of the
Budget. Although Freeman continued to object, the Bureau of the Budget
recommended the area as outstanding and fully warranting park designation.?

In addition to establishing national parks. on October 15. 1966. Tohnson
signed two major laws that affected their operation—the Endangered Species
Act and the National Historic Preservation Act. One recognized the loss of
particular species of wildlife, the other the loss of historic places, especially in
cities. “Both of these {laws],” Johnson said at the signing ceremony, “will help
us to preserve for our children the heritage of this great land we call America.”%

Innovative management of national parks also became a hallmark of the
Johnson years. The concept of natural resources management shifted from
simple protection of individual features or species to the preservation of total
environments and the interrelationships of resources, known as ecosystem
management, Managers began to recognize the value of narural fire, endemic
insects and diseases, predation, and the overall competition of plants and
animals. Park rangers taught these rudiments to children in environmental
education classes held in national parks. Recognizing that the federal govern-
ment could not provide all the necessary parks and recreation areas for the
people, Johnson encouraged cooperative ties with the states, other federal
agencies, and even other countries. Third World countries especially sought
assistance from the National Park Service in developing their own national
parks.?

Johnson opened 1967 with a special message to Congress on protecting the
nation’s natural heritage. For the first time, he called for “Parks for America.”
He asked for four specific park areas—Redwoods, North Cascades, Potomac
Valley Park, and Apostle Islands—and a system of scenic rivers and trails.
Redwoods remained his number one priority, and he called it a “last chance”
opportunity.? Unable to confront effectively the increasing protest against the
bombing of North Vietnam, Johnson seemed to turn his extensive political
talents to something he could affect—the Redwoods park proposal. Recogniz-
ing that the donation of California’s two state parks were critical to the pro-
posal, he asked Laurance Rockefeller to persuade the new Republican governor
of California, Ronald Reagan, “to go along with this very urgent and mer-

“irorious proposal.” Rockefeller accepted the challenge and kepr the President

informed of his progress during the year.?”

As race riots raged in Newark and Johnson prepared to meet Soviet Premier
Aleksei Kosygin in New Jersey, he took time to write Wayne Aspinall, Chair-
man of the House Interior Committee, on Redwood National Park. He told
him that of all the park bills before the committee, “I consider favorable action
on a Redwood National Park bill to be of first and highest priority.” Aspinall
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responded that he would work as quickly as possible.?® President Johnson did
not get any of his priority parks in 1967—only two presidential sites, commem-
orating John Kennedy and Dwight Eisenhower.

Once again, on March 8, 1068, Iohneon went before Congress to request a
program almost identical to thit he had requested in 1967. This time he did
not stop with Congress. He addressed radio and television audiences with a
similar message. He reminded them that he had built his New Conservation
on the promise to bring parks closer to the people and urged all Americans to
join in the crucial task of conserving America the beautiful.?®

By June 1968, Johnson had stunned the nation with his declaration that he
would not run again. Although he spent much of his considerable energy
negotiating peace with North Vietnam, he pushed harder than ever to accom-
plish the goals of his New Conservation. “There is no legacy that I would
rather ieave, than a permanent program of real conservation for tis Naiion,”
he told an audience in Nashville, Tennessee, on June 25. He reminded them
that he had already passed 138 conservation bills, or 2% bills for every month of
his presidency, but that he had 42 more awaiting congressional action.> To aid
in conserving more land closer to the people, Congress enlarged the Land and
Water Conservation Fund by adding revenue from outer continental shelf
mineral leases. Now, land acquisition costs for parks and recreation areas were
no longer stumbling blocks.*!

Johnson’s last summer in office reverberated with race riots, anti-war pro-
tests, and the assassinations of Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy.
Nonetheless, he consoled himself with a major conservation triumph—the
passage of the Redwood National Park bill. He called it his greatest conserva-
tion achievement. “It is a great victory for every American in every State,
because we have rescued a magnificent and a meaningful treasure from the
chain saw,” he rejoiced. “For once we have spared what is enduring and enno-
bling from a hungry and hasty and selfish act of destruction.”? At the same
time, he signed bills establishing North Cascade National Park, a Wild and
Scenic Rivers System, and a National Trails System. Gratefully, he basked in
the praise of his conservation record.?

After Richard Nixon’s election in November 1968, Johnson began to wind
down. In mid-December, Secretary Udall disrupted his melancholy with a star-
tling suggestion—why not give the nation and future generations a Christmas
present of 7.5 million acres of new national park land?** The Antiquities Act of
1906 gave presidents the power to establish national monuments through presi-
dential proclamations without seeking legislation from Congress. Previous
presidents had used the law freely to preserve areas of historical or scientific
interest.® Udall suggested creation of three new national monuments—Gates
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of the Arctic in Alaska and Marble Canyon and Sonoran Desert in Arizon:’i—
and enlargement of four existing parks or monuments—Arches and Capitol
Reef in Utah, and Katmai and Mount McKinley in Alaska. Intrigued, Johnson
acked the Department of Justice to weigh the legality of the proposal. He also
asked Udall and his presidential aides to clear the idea with congressional
leaders. -

Historically, Congress had opposed national monuments established by

presidential proclamations. The process failed to address congressional con-
cerns and constituency requirements. On more than one occasion, Congress
had refused to recognize the monuments and balked at funding them. When
Johnson received Udall’s report on congressional “checks,” he was not satisfied
and wanted more thorough coverage.36 Then he fell ill and was hospitalized fo'r
several days. He decided not to make a decision on the monuments until
January, when Congress reconvened and he could confirm Udall’s checks. ‘

By January 9, Johnson was receiving several summary memos a day from his
aide, De Vier Pierson. Although the Justice Department advised him that there
was no legal objection to the action and the Bureau of the Budget supportec'i the
proposal, Pierson recommended against it. He believed the action contrad.lcted

Johnson’s transition policy not to bind the next administration with last-minute
actions. Nonetheless, Johnson himself met with the new Interior Secretary-
designate, Walter Hickel of Alaska, and received his muted concurrence.”’

On January 14 Pierson sent Johnson a detailed description of the monument
proposal. Johnson marked “ok” by Marble Canyon in Arizona, Capitol Reef in
Utah, and Arches in Utah. He scribbled “maybe” by the land extensions to
Katmai and Mount McKinley in Alaska, and left untouched Alaska’s Gates of
the Arctic, with 3.5 million acres, and Arizona’s Sonoran Desert, with 1 million
acres. He also instructed his White House staff to make congressional checks
“at once in depth.”® »

On January 17, with only three days left in the Johnson Administration,
Udall summarized his contacts with Congress. He claimed that the Interior
Committee chairman, Wayne Aspinall, respected the President’s prerogatives
but favored congressional authorization.*® He also attached a draft press release
that boasted of the Johnson Administrations tremendous contribution to the
National Park System and provided historical perspective—other presidents
had established Grand Canyon, Death Valley, and Petrified Forest through
executive proclamation.

Although Johnson remained interested, he was not comfortable with Udall’s
assessment of Congress. He asked Pierson to call Aspinall. When he did,
Aspinall blew up: “I told the people from the Department of the Interior that if
the President took this action that I would see that it never got a penny for the
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maintenance of these lands and that I'll introduce legislation to repeal the
Antiquities Act.”! When Pierson reported this to the President, he felt be-
trayed and terribly distressed. According to Aspmall Johnson called him per-
senally to scund him sut, not once but wice.® Tinally, Johisoii pusipoucd
making a decision until he could study the case-by-case report.

Meanwhile, Udall believed time had run out. When told that the decision
had been postponed again, he exploded: “I've just had it. He has everything
that he needs to know from me on it. He can just do whatever he wants to
do.”# Still emotiohally upset, he released the story that Johnson had signed the
proclamations, creating 7.5 million acres of parkland.# Within minutes, John-
son caught the story from the Associated Press teletype. He called Udall and
“raised hell” with him. As further punishment, he told him personally to
retract the story.*> Even though Udall had an appointment to meet with the
President on Sunday, January 19, he refused to go and could not be reached by
the White House.

Johnson, however, remained fascinated by the idea of a last-minute conser-
vation pronouncement. “Believe it or not,” Pierson related, “I spent about an
hour in the President’s bedroom Monday morning, the 20th of January, while
the President was putting on his morning suit for the inaugural ceremonies,
going over these cases one last time while he was deciding whether or not he
would sign any or all of them.”# After weeks of indecision, Johnson’s last
official act established Marble Canyon in Arizona and enlarged Arches, Capitol
Reef, and Katmai, adding approximately 300,000 acres to the national park
system. The White House press release on the new monuments acknowledged
that he had reviewed proposals that would have added millions of more acres of
national parkland, but he believed it would strain the Antiquities Act far
beyond its intent, would be poor public policy, and would be opposed by
members of Congress.*”

Even without those millions of acres of parkland, Johnson’s conservation
record was outstanding. In five years he established or designated forty-seven
new areas encompassing 15 million acres. Only two other presidents compare—
Theodore Roosevelt had nineteen in eight years, Franklin Roosevelt had
thirty-six in twelve years. In several ways, Johnson’s contributions were more
difficult to achieve. Most of his park areas were near population centers. Thus,
land prices were high and opposing forces even more virulent.

Many of the areas required his personal intervention—to cajole Congress, to
enlist powerful supporters, to force compromise. Despite the pressures of the
war in Vietnam, anti-war protests, and race riots, Johnson still found time and
energy to direct his staff in conservation matters and to promote an environ-
mental consciousness to the nation at large. In addition, several of his national
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parks offered new dimensions to conservation, such as wild and scenic rivers,
national trails, a cultural park devoted to the performing arts, an international
park in Canada, and cooperative park ventures with states and other federal
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Water Conservation Fund, whose funds came from the profits of oil reserves
from the outer continental shelf. His administration also introduced new con-
cepts in management, such as ecosystem management, wilderness preserva-
tion, environmental education, and historic preservation.

Fundamental to Johnson's conservation efforts was his belief that every
person—even the poor and working class—should have the opportunity to en-
joy national parks. To ensure that opportunity, he saved 4 million acres within
a day’s drive of the major cities of the United States. While he believed in the
preservation of western parkland and wrestled with designating great national
monuments in Alaska and Arizona, hus pnimary goal was parks tor people.
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