
Saving Yellowstone: Exploration and
Preservation in Reconstruction America

In the wake of the devastating Civil War, America found itself in a period of
rebuilding, known as the Reconstruction era. During this time, one man's vision
and determination played a crucial role in preserving a national treasure that
would captivate the nation for generations to come: Yellowstone National Park.
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The Birth of Yellowstone

Yellowstone National Park, located primarily in the U.S. state of Wyoming, was
established on March 1, 1872, making it the first national park in the world. The
idea of preserving this vast wilderness came from the unwavering efforts of a few
visionary individuals.
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One such individual was Ferdinand Vandeveer Hayden, a geologist and explorer,
who led numerous expeditions into the Yellowstone region during the 1860s.
Hayden recognized the unique natural beauty and geological wonders of the area
and tirelessly advocated for its preservation.
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Hayden's expeditions to Yellowstone were not without challenges. The region was
largely uncharted and inhabited by Native American tribes who viewed the land
as sacred. Despite these obstacles, Hayden successfully documented the
breathtaking landscapes, geothermal features, and wildlife present in
Yellowstone.

Public Awareness and Preservation
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Hayden's efforts in exploring and documenting the Yellowstone area were
instrumental in raising public awareness about its unique natural wonders. He
believed that if people could witness the awe-inspiring landscapes firsthand, they
would be more inclined to support the preservation of this remarkable place.

To further promote his cause, Hayden organized public exhibitions showcasing
photographs and sketches of Yellowstone. These exhibitions attracted
widespread attention and helped generate public support for the creation of the
national park.

Hayden's advocacy did not go unnoticed. Prominent figures such as President
Ulysses S. Grant and influential newspaper editor Horace Greeley lent their
support to the preservation efforts. Their influence, combined with Hayden's
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compelling evidence, eventually led to the signing of the Yellowstone National
Park Protection Act by President Grant.

A Legacy Preserved

The establishment of Yellowstone National Park marked a turning point in
America's approach to nature preservation. It was a groundbreaking achievement
that set a precedent for the conservation of other natural wonders across the
nation.

Today, Yellowstone continues to enchant millions of visitors each year with its
geysers, hot springs, wildlife, and expansive landscapes. The park serves as a
reminder of the importance of preserving our natural heritage for future
generations.
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The preservation of Yellowstone National Park was not just a triumph for Hayden,
but for all those who recognized the inherent value of America's natural wonders.
It stands as a testament to the beauty and resilience of the human spirit, even in
the face of adversity.

The story of Yellowstone's preservation during the Reconstruction era is a
testament to the power of vision, determination, and public support. Ferdinand
Vandeveer Hayden's expeditions and advocacy played a pivotal role in raising
awareness about the unique natural wonders found in Yellowstone, ultimately
leading to its designation as the first national park in the world.

The legacy of Yellowstone lives on, reminding us of the importance of preserving
our natural heritage. As we explore and enjoy the wonders of this remarkable
national park, let us also be inspired to protect and conserve our other natural
treasures for generations to come.
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From historian and critically acclaimed author of The Three-Cornered War comes
the propulsive and vividly told story of how Yellowstone became the world’s first
national park after the nationwide turmoil of the Civil War.

Each year nearly four million people visit Yellowstone National Park—one of the
most popular of all national parks—but few know the fascinating and complex
historical context in which it was established. In late July 1871, the geologist-
explorer Ferdinand Hayden led a team of scientists through a narrow canyon into
Yellowstone Basin, entering one of the last unmapped places in the country. The
survey’s discoveries led to the passage of the Yellowstone Act in 1872, which
created the first national park in the world.

Now, author Megan Kate Nelson examines the larger context of this American
moment, illuminating Hayden’s survey as a national project meant to give
Americans a sense of achievement and unity in the wake of a destructive civil
war. Saving Yellowstone follows Hayden and two other protagonists in pursuit of
their own agendas: Sitting Bull, a Lakota leader who asserted his peoples’ claim
to their homelands, and financier Jay Cooke, who wanted to secure his national
reputation by building the Northern Pacific Railroad through the Great Northwest.
Hayden, Cooke, and Sitting Bull staked their claims to Yellowstone at a critical
moment in Reconstruction, when the Grant Administration and the 42nd
Congress were testing the reach and the purpose of federal power across the
nation.
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A narrative of adventure and exploration, Saving Yellowstone is also a story of
Indigenous resistance, the expansive reach of railroad, photographic, and
publishing technologies, and the struggles of Black southerners to bring racial
terrorists to justice. It reveals how the early 1870s were a turning point in the
nation’s history, as white Americans ultimately abandoned the higher ideal of
equality for all people, creating a much more fragile and divided United States.
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When history is written, it often emphasizes the accomplishments and
influence of men. However, American history is rich with remarkable
women who have left an indelible...
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