PRESERVATION AND INTERPRETATION OF HISTORIC SITES,
LANDSCAPES, AND ENVIRONMENTS

Guest Editor: William H. Mulligan, Jr.
Department of History, Murray State University, Murray, Kentucky

Introduction to this Issue

or many years, beginning at least with Alexis de Tocqueville’s ob-
servations on democracy and on Americans, Americans were re-
markable for their lack of concern for their past, either individually
or collectively. We lived, as a nation, in the present, or, more accurately,
for the future. Newer was necessarily better; there was never a question
in the minds of most Americans. This characterized our society and set
us apart from much of the rest of the world for most of our history. The
landscape of our society shows the results of this approach to our her-

itage.

Remarkably, within the last
thirty years there has been a sea
change in the United States and
popular interest in history has
emerged on a large scale and
blossomed. This is not an aca-
demic interest but a broadly
based, popular concern with two
main components: a desire to
connect with the places where
events, both great and small, hap-
pened; and an interest—in some
cases nearly an obsession—with
genealogy, the most personal
form of history. One of the most
important factors in this change
was the television mini-series Roots.
Other important influences in-
clude the bicentennial of the Revo-
lution and another television se-
ries, Ken Burns’ The Civil Wap.
Interest in historic structures, his-
toric sites, and historic areas is
growing. The tourism industry is
dealing with an increased interest

in all of these things and with a
generalized desire to connect with
the specific character and history
of a place. Among other things
this drives the proliferation of bed
and breakfasts in “historic”
houses. It also stretches resources
needed to preserve and interpret
these newly discovered national
and local assets.

This discovery of the special
qualities of historic places comes
at a time when the generation that
came of age during the Depres-
sion, fought the Second World
War, and rebuilt the world and
America in its aftermath has the
leisure and the resources to travel
innumbers unprecedented in our
history. The return to Normandy
and to the scenes of the decisive
events in the Second World War—
in the lives of their generation—is
only part of this effort to connect
with values and a sense of pur-




pose that seem to have been lost.
Their children, who grew up in the
reconstituted post-war America,
also seek a sense of purpose and
direction that history can provide.
Perhaps we are concerned now
with our past as a nation and as
individuals because, for the first
time in our history, we are unsure
about our future?

This concern for our past, and
the structures, sites, and land-
scapes that connect us to it, pre-
sents many opportunities and
many challenges if we are to pre-
serve them and make them acces-
sible. The papers in this volume
are not theoretical discourses on
what should be done, but more
like reports from the front on
whatis being done, complete with
the sometimes unfinished nature
of such reports. We don’t know
how the battles to preserve our
heritage turned out, because it is
not yet over. The many fronts the
battles rages on and the early re-
ports are encouraging, but the
end is not in sight.

Whether Mickey Mouse and
Donald Duck are allies in the
struggle or portents of failure be-
yond redemption remains to be
seen. (Goofy does seem ideal for
casting as a Union general during
the early days of “the late un-
pleasantness” though, doesn’t
he?) The interest of their masters
in our history and its sacred
grounds shows just how powerful
the past, and the ability to connect
to an authentic piece of that past,
has become as an attraction for
Americans and suggests that a
new stage in the battle to save our

cultural resources has begun. The
bad guys may no longer ride bull-
dozers and hold blueprints for
steel and glass boxes to replace or
fill in historic places. They may
seek to “enhance the experience”
or “complement the resources,”
but as we learn more about the
fragility of historic and cultural re-
sources and look back at the dev-
astation wrought on scenic and
natural areas under the same
rubric, we have reason to be con-
cerned. How much enhancement
can a historic site absorb before it
becomes something quite differ-
ent?

I want to thank the contributors
to this issue who took time from
their work to share reports on
what they have been doing and
how they see the battle from their
corner of the field. Each has taken
his or her own approach, and I
think the diversity of these essays
is a fair approximation of the
diversity of the work that goes on.
I gave them few guidelines beyond
the theme of the issue and a
request to share their ideas and
their experience. As pleased as I
am with the results, I do regret
that no one working outside the
United States responded to our
call, made in person in several
cases, for contributions. The focus
on the U.S. was not by design and
is unfortunate because there is
not only a great deal of activity in
these areas in other countries, but
a lengthier track record to ob-
serve. I also want to thank Bob
Linn and Dave Harmon for this
opportunity and for their good
work.




I have long viewed the struggle
to save our cultural heritage as
very similar to a war with, as in any
war, many battles. Few, if any, of
these battles will go according to
plan, no matter how hard and
how well we plan them. So it is
critically important to have a clear

ment on our goals, and to see the
importance of even the most local-
ized battle. I hope these reports
on the work that is being done
help clarify the importance of the
past to the future and highlight
the value of each and every battle
that seeks to save part of the past.

vision of how the past can serve

the future and common agree- ... William H. Mulligan, Jr.
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