

















Langford and the generations who
believed him portrayed the Wash-
burn Party that night as public-
spirited altruists, forgoing personal
profit in favor of public service. The
story portrayed the park idea as
having such intuitive force of right-
ness that it was immediately em-
braced by all who heard it. For park
defenders seeking to justify or en-
large their meager budgets, the
campfire story provided a rhetorical
position of moral unassailability. It
also provided the park movement
with perfect heroes: altruists who
were so committed to protecting
wonder and beauty that they would
forgo all thought of personal gain.
And it put the creation of the park
movement in the hands of the peo-
ple whose possession of it would
have the most symbolic power:
regular citizens.6

In fact, by the time of the campfire,
Langford himself was already at least
a part-time employee of the Northern
Pacific Railroad, specifically hired to
speak publicly on behalf of railroad
promotion in his region. His Yellow-
stone talks in the East the following
winter were funded by the Northern
Pacific, and said nothing about the
park idea; they described and thereby
promoted the wonder, not the pro-
tection.” Hedges did not even vaguely
refer in print to setting aside a reser-
vation until early 1872, when he
wrote about it in a similarly economi-
cally oriented vein, as part of a territo-
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rial resolution designed to convince
Congress to transfer the Yellowstone
region from Wyoming Territory to
Montana Territory.8

A spirited defense of the campfire
story by an assortment of National
Park Service staff in the late 1960s
and early 1970s emphasized that it
was the publicity given Yellowstone
by the Washburn party that led to the
creation of the park: that, for example
and most importantly, federal geolo-
gist Ferdinand Hayden only decided
to explore Yellowstone in 1871 be-
cause he heard Langford speak in
Washington, D.C.9 Hayden’s report
on Yellowstone, including William
Henry Jackson’s stunning photogra-
phy of features that were only ru-
mored or verbally described before, 1s
regarded as an important factor in
persuading Congress to create the
park the year after his 1871 survey.
But a variety of historical evidence
now suggests that Hayden had known
about the rumored wonders of Yel-
lowstone for several years, and was
already well along in planning the
Yellowstone survey by the time he
heard Langford speak.10

Again and again, the simplistic
traditional tale faces complications
like these. These were real people,
leading lives as complicated as our
own, full of conflicting and some-
times complementary impulses:

The only hope for a reasonable un-
derstanding of the origin of Yellow-
stone National Park is in admitting
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that none of this was simple. Hu-
man nature was not on holiday.
The people who created Yellow-
stone were not exempt from greed,
any more than they were immune to
wonder. Some cared more for the
money, some for the beauty. Some
were scoundrels, some may have
been saints.11

All of this is to say that they sound a
lot like us.

The Madison Campfire story is a
kind of creation myth, which is to say
that though it is not true in any strict
historical sense, it is still very impor-
tant, and in its way a valid and even
essential part of the life of its adher-
ents. According to one definition, “a
creation myth conveys a society’s
sense of its particular identity.... It
becomes, in effect, a symbolic model
for the society’s way of life, its world
view—a model that is reflected in
such other areas of experience as rit-
ual, culture heroes, ethics, and even
art and architecture.”12 In the nearly
venerable subculture of the National
Park Service, and even in the greater
society of the conservation move-
ment, the Madison Campfire story is
such a model. Like many seminal
events seen through romantic filters, it
has in it a kind of truth, a loftier vision
of human nature than those who ad-
mire it would ever expect themselves
to sustain, and thus it offers us ideals
that are no less admirable for being
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unattainable.

But even the best myths can wear
out. We do not for a minute blame all
those loyal, sincere people who hap-
pily believed the campfire story and
made such good use of it in generating
public support and affection for the
national parks. They had no reason to
believe otherwise. Today we do. Like
the famous environmentalist speech
attributed to Chief Seattle, the myth of
the Kaibab deer population irruption
and collapse, and other environ-
mental fables, the Madison campfire
story does not do justice to the com-
plex realities we now know to char-
acterize historical, ecological, or po-
litical process.13

The strongest criticism we re-
ceived of earlier drafts of this manu-
script, and of the more detailed analy-
sis in a much longer paper we are also
preparing, was that we are much too
easy on the people who knowingly
perpetuated the campfire story’s inac-
curacies. The greatest blame here
goes to Langford, of course, who gets
the lion’s share of blame for the whole
mess, but others contributed, espe-
cially those who persisted in pre-
tending the story was true long after
Haines’ work should have convinced
anyone to be more cautious. Indeed,
Langford’s version of the campfire
story is alive and well today, in many
public pronouncements in the con-
servation community, often from
well-intentioned people who do not
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know any better. We do not know
how to alert the ignorant that they are
parroting bad history, any more than
we know how to convince the people
who simply prefer the story to histori-
cal truth that they are doing a disserv-
ice to their audiences and to the park.
We hope, however, that the saga of
the campfire myth will serve as a cau-
tionary tale when all of us encounter
similar situations and are tempted to
fall back on simplistic views.

Just as national parks struggle con-
stantly to reconcile the realities of sci-
entific findings with the even more
pressing realities of social preference,
so do they face similar conflicts be-
tween historical scholarship, agency
folklore, and popular understanding.
The Madison campfire story prom-
ises to be with us, in one form or an-
other—as historical fact for some
people, as heroic metaphor for oth-

ers—for many years to come.

The appearance of the long-lost
1870 expedition diary of Henry
Washburn, unveiled at the humani-
ties conference in Yellowstone Na-
tional Park in October 1997, should
warn us that there may yet be more
evidence out there.!4 And whether or
not new evidence ever surfaces, some
day new analytical techniques may
appear and existing evidence may
yield new insights. But just as the evi-
dence may grow or become more co-
operative, so too will change the cul-
tural temperament of the society that
embraced and now doubts the camp-
fire story. In the dynamic state of such
things, the campfire story will be re-
placed or supplemented by other
tales, some perhaps no more trust-
worthy but more appealing to the
modern ear and sensibilities.
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