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Nature, history, and environmental history  
at Rocky Mountain National Park
By Mark Fiege

HISTORIANS AND SCIENTISTS ENJOY 
surprises—that part of the story that is 
unexpected and unpredictable. Surprises 
are reminders that life is uncertain and that 
inquiry is a process of questioning conven-
tional assumptions. So here is a surprise: 
Rocky Mountain National Park, that alpine 
gem in Colorado, is a historical park. It 
is true that Rocky Mountain is not the 
same kind of park as Gettysburg National 
Military Park or Little Bighorn Battlefield 
National Monument. It is true that the 
park’s enabling legislation of 1915 calls for 
“the preservation of the natural conditions 
and the scenic beauties thereof” (Rocky 
Mountain National Park Act, 38 Statute 
798). It also is true that Rocky Mountain 
visitors come to experience bugling elk, wa-
terfalls, wildflowers along Trail Ridge Road, 
Longs Peak, aspen in fall colors, and much 
more. And yet, none of these wonderful 
truths about a magnificent park negates 
another irreducible reality that is no less 
wondrous: Rocky Mountain National Park 
is a historical park.

For scientists, the park’s history is an 
open secret. Much research on the park 
ad dresses site-specific issues such as the 
number of elk, the decline of willows, the 
absence of beavers, the chemical condition 
of water flowing from a lake, or the deposi-
tion of sediment in a valley. Accordingly, 
researchers necessarily ask historical ques-
tions: What happened here? What caused 
this? What conditions prevailed in the past? 
Scientists, furthermore, explicitly recognize 
their work as historical. David Cooper, 
whose consultations with park staff on wet-
lands and alpine flora go back decades (e.g., 
Kaczynski and Cooper 2014), insists that 
historical questions should be among the 
first that a researcher asks. Jill Baron, who 
has collected more than 30 years of data 
on nitrogen deposition at Loch Vale (e.g., 

Baron 2006), likes to quote William Cronon 
that ecology is a historical science. This fo-
cus on floral, faunal, and geological history 
merges with ancient human history in the 
discipline of archaeology. Bob Brunswig 
has surveyed hundreds of archaeological 
sites dating back to when the Pleistocene 
glaciers and ice fields began their retreat 
(Brunswig 2007).

For their part, environmental historians 
who work in Rocky Mountain National 
Park are better equipped than ever to rec-
ognize the history, human and nonhuman, 
in the park’s nature. Much as ecology has 
become more historical, scholarly history 
has become more ecological (Fiege 2011). 
Like ecologists, environmental historians 
understand change in terms of numerous 
variables interacting over time, albeit with 
more emphasis on the human role. How 
did human history shape forests, streams, 
and wildlife? How did people’s experi-
ence of the landscape shape their history? 
Like ecologists, environmental historians 
also seek to understand change through 
multiple spatial and temporal scales. The 
concept of “the long now,” for example, 
connects past, present, and future in a 
single analytical frame (Robin et al. 2013).

An environmental historian working in 
the park soon discovers affinities with 
scientists. A conversation with David 
Cooper about tree trunks and animal 
bones at the bottom of a subalpine bog 
evokes shared feelings of wonder that such 
traces of a lost world could survive into 
the present. As the biogeographer Jason 

Sibold holds forth on wildfire history as 
revealed in burn scars on trees (e.g., Sibold 
et al. 2006), he poses questions about the 
potential of archival documents to yield 
additional insight into the subject. During 
a discussion of alpine lake sediments, Jill 
Baron emphatically affirms the historian’s 
observation that in geological time, the 
birth of the lake some 14,000 years ago just 
happened. Sometimes the affinities come 
to light on backcountry trips. Snowshoe-
ing through the silence and shadows of 
an 800-year-old grove of subalpine fir, 
the historian remarks that the trees are 
medieval. “Yes!” Baron replies, and she 
reveals that she once considered majoring 
in medieval studies.

A range of recent projects addresses 
Rocky Mountain National Park’s historical 
nature and suggests the potential of en-
vironmental history to augment the work 
of scientists in support of management. A 
study of climbing on Longs Peak explains 
changes in mountaineering in relation-
ship to shifting environmental conditions, 
thereby providing knowledge essential to 
the management of crowds in a desig-
nated wilderness area (fig. 1; Alexander 
and Moore 2010). Histories of invasive 
exotic plants document their spread and 

Like ecologists, environmental historians understand 
change in terms of numerous variables interacting over 
time, albeit with more emphasis on the human role.
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the results of efforts to control them, 
thus informing the decisions of park staff 
responsible for protecting native species 
(e.g., Blankers 2014). The Parks as Portals 
to Learning partnership unites park staff 
with Colorado State University faculty and 
students in a workshop that will interpret 
the historical human presence, includ-
ing elk and vegetation management, in 
Moraine Park (fig. 2). Soon to be offered in 
book form, the lecture “Elegant Con-
servation” shares a concept of resource 
stewardship grounded in environmental 
history methodology (Fiege 2015). In 
February 2010, park staff, scientists, and 
historians traveled on snowshoes through 
the Kawuneeche Valley, located on the 
west side of the park. The outing was 
unusual not only because of its inclusion 
of historians, but also because the purpose 
of the trip was to see evidence of ecologi-
cal disturbance and to discuss how history 
might help the park manage and interpret 
the valley. The eventual product of that 
outing was a detailed study of the valley’s 
environmental history (Andrews 2015).

To recognize Rocky Mountain National 
Park as a historical park is to imagine a bet-
ter future for it and other parks. At Rocky 
Mountain, environmental historians can 
continue to offer knowledge and skills use-
ful to management and interpretation (e.g., 
Higgs et al. 2014). They can assist scientists 
in the formulation of research questions. 

They can provide documentary evidence 
to help answer those questions and to 
convey scientific findings. They can narrate 
the great story of how the park landscape 
and all that it contains came into being and 
changed over time. And as skilled writers 
and communicators, they can offer stories 
about scientists and science to the public.

Most importantly, acknowledging that all 
national parks are historical can help the 
National Park Service realize the potential 
of two visionary documents, Imperiled 
Promise (Whisnant et al. 2011) and Revisiting 
Leopold (National Park System Advisory 
Board Science Committee 2012). Both as-
sert that the agency’s traditional distinction 
between nature and culture, and natural 
and cultural resources, has outlived its 
usefulness. Among other problems, this 
simplistic division leads natural resource 
managers to think about history primarily 
in terms of the conflict-oriented compli-
ance required by cultural resource law. 
Because of its commonalities with ecology 
and other natural sciences, however, en-
vironmental history is positioned to bring 
history into parks in a manner that bridges 
the classic “two cultures” divide.

Looking ahead to Rocky Mountain Na-
tional Park’s second century and the 2016 
celebration of the National Park Service 
centennial, an alternative future is within 
reach. In that time to come, visitors will 

experience Rocky Mountain’s natural 
wonders, but they also will have the op-
portunity to discover how park resources 
got there in the first place, and how people 
perceived and managed those marvelous 
things. Thus equipped, visitors will be able 
to look forward and imagine the condi-
tions under which the park still might in-
spire wonder—or not—in the years ahead.
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Figure 1. Climbers ascend the historical north face cable route 
of Longs Peak around 1960.

Figure 2. Participants in the “Parks as Portals to Learning” 
workshop in 2014 hold a site-based discussion on the 
environmental history of Moraine Park.
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Inspiring the future:  
The next 100 years of research 
and learning at Rocky Mountain 
National Park

AFTER A CENTURY OF RESEARCH 
and resource stewardship in Rocky 
Mountain National Park, we have 
learned from our successes and mis-
takes. We know better than ever that 
the way forward is through persistent 
investment in science and people to 
build understanding and coalitions of 
support for difficult decisions that lie 
ahead of us. We have learned that sci-
ence literacy among park staff, citizen 
scientists, visitors, and communities 
cannot be taken for granted. We appre-
ciate better that concepts of adaptive 
management and organizational learn-
ing can be difficult to understand and 
implement. The sooner we embrace 
these concepts as integral to our man-
agement, however, the more successful 
we can be. We have learned that inclu-
siveness and integrating the public—
from youth to retirees—into our work 
make us a more resilient organization. 
We know that to conserve species and 

systems in the park we must work with 
others beyond park borders to include 
landscapes and continents far from our 
daily experience. To understand a way 
forward with clarity we will benefit sig-
nificantly by discovering the history of 
how we arrived at where we are today.

The area we know as Rocky Moun-
tain National Park has been used by 
people for more than 10,000 years as a 
place of re-creation. It became a park 
because the people thought it was 
worth protecting. As we look toward 
the future we will be most successful if 
we embrace the idea that the biosphere 
is forever intertwined with the ethno-
sphere. As ambassadors of science and 
stewardship, we have endless oppor-
tunities to inform the values that drive 
the protection of Rocky Mountain and 
to make a difference.
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