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Don’t Change a Thing
President Theodore Roosevelt was in awe of 

the Grand Canyon.  “Leave it as it is,” he said.  He 
wanted to keep it “as one of the great sights which 
every American, if he can travel at all, should see.”

He worked to preserve natural resources, and 
many other people have followed in his footsteps.  
They want canyons, forests, glaciers, sand dunes, 
and more set aside for protection.  These people 
save wildlife.  They are called preservationists.

Thanks to them, we have national parks.  
Through these parks, we can explore the past, play 
in the present, and protect the future.

bighorn sheepbigho
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Showdown in Arizona

Locals didn’t want the Grand Canyon to 

become a national park.  It would restrict 

their use of the land and water.  Only 

an act of Congress can create a national 

park, so Roosevelt made it a national 

monument to protect the area.  It 

became a national park 11 years later.
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Man vs. Nature
The country was going through big changes at 

the end of the nineteenth century.  Settlers came 

west, where land was cheap.  Trees were chopped 

down to build towns.  Wild grasses were cleared to 

build farms.  People hunted bison and birds.

Americans at that time saw this as progress.  

They felt nature should be tamed.  A new railroad 

connected big cities across the country.  It also 

made remote places more accessible.  Developers 

had their eyes on these places.

Some of these lands had scenic and striking 

landscapes.  Congress acted to preserve these 

natural treasures for everyone.  By 1900, it had 

named six national parks.

19th Century Parks
 1872 1875 1890

Yellowstone
National Park

Mackinac National Park
(became a state park  

in 1895)

Sequoia
National Park
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 1890 1890 1899

General Grant National 
Park (became part of 

Kings Canyon National 
Park in 1940)

Yosemite
National Park

Mount Rainier
National Park

Parks Galore
In 1872, Yellowstone became the first national park.  Now, there are 59.  The National Park Service (NPS) also oversees landmarks and seashores.  In all, there are 413 NPS sites in the United States.

Lower Yellowstone Falls, 
in Wyoming, is 308 feet 
(94 meters) high.
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Lawless Land
Yellowstone became a national park at a time 

when most public land was being sold off.  But in 

the beginning, no one thought about its upkeep or 

about protecting its wildlife.  There was nothing 

to prevent vandals from harming the land.  People 

stayed in the park.  They hunted wildlife and cut 

down trees.

One man oversaw Yellowstone.  But he was 

unpaid and had another job that kept him busy.  

He stepped inside the park only twice in five years!  

The men who held the job after him were not any 

more effective.  Congress refused to give money 

to protect the park.  So 14 years after Yellowstone 

became a national park, the U.S. Army took charge.  

Soldiers stood guard and patrolled the parks, but 

the only way for them to punish lawbreakers was 

to evict them.

hot spring pool in  
Yellowstone National 
Park, Wyoming
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❯ Who benefits from the 
establishment of national 
parks?  Who is harmed by it?

❯ Why do we need laws to protect 
natural spaces?

❯ Can parks be preserved and still 
be open to people?

Save the Bison
In 1902, few bison were left in Yellowstone due to illegal hunting.  When a report spread about a poacher in the park, the public took note.  They pushed Congress to give the army a way to enforce rules.  Today, there are over 5,000 bison in Yellowstone.
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Reader’s Guide
1. What is the purpose of setting aside 

land as a national park?

2. How do parks balance preservation with 

tourism?

3. What kinds of activities can you do at 

national parks? 

4. How have national parks tried to 

connect with more people?
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