
Praise for A Companion to Cultural Resource Management

If anyone knows CRM, it’s Tom King. As editor of A Companion to Cultural Resource Management 
he has chosen his topics and authors well, chapters are uniformly well-written and accessible. Students 
in my CRM seminar can look forward to seeing it as a required reading, and I would hope that it 
would be on the desks of anyone involved in CRM, from planners to shovelbums!

Larry J. Zimmerman, PhD, RPA, Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis

From buildings to landscapes, solid artifacts to intangible concepts, Thomas King has compiled 
another winner with a collection of perspectives on the range of “cultural resources” from those 
people who actually manage them. Practitioners and students alike will turn to this Companion 
to guide their work and help them “manage” the world’s heritage.

Joe Watkins, PhD, RPA, Director, Native American Studies Program, 
University of Oklahoma

A Companion to Cultural Resource Management is a valuable resource in its own right: 
a comprehensive and intelligent introduction to the many dimensions of contemporary CRM, 
accessible to the novice wanting to learn more and yet with a depth and breadth that even the most 
experienced specialist will find useful. It presents an expansive and thoughtful treatment of this 
complex topic and as such deserves to be read by everyone concerned with how we identify and deal 
with the cultural resources we value.

Alexander Bauer, Queens College, CUNY, Editor of the International 
Journal of Cultural Property

Tom King has marshalled an impressively large and diverse set of experienced CRM practitioners 
whose contributions thoughtfully assist the reader in disentangling the complexities of cultural resource 
management. This book is modestly self-described as a “companion” for those endeavoring to make 
headway in the world of CRM but more accurately should be considered a “must read” for anyone 
who considers themselves seriously conversant in the topic.

John F. Doershuk, PhD, State Archaeologist, University of Iowa

Reflecting a truly expansive view of “cultural resource” and discussing a broad range of important 
topics, this volume features an impressive array of CRM practitioners sharing their enlightening 
perspectives, experiences and research.

Jeffrey Bendremer, Director, Tribal Historic Preservation Program, 
Salish-Kootenai College

Working with the historic environment is a complex and demanding process. One needs awareness 
of the many elements that make it up, sensitivity to different approaches and the humility to realise 
that often one needs help and guidance in areas of which you know little or nothing. This volume 
offers just such guidance for practitioners, in an effective, pragmatic and informative way. It is the 
best kind of textbook: a useful and engaging one. 

Roger White, Director Ironbridge Institute, University of Birmingham

A great tour de force by Tom King! Our firm uses several of the editor’s previous books in our staff 
training program for archaeologists, historians, geographers, and other CRM specialists. This new and 
significant companion volume provides a rich variety of topics and perspectives, along with in-depth 
consideration of issues that are of real importance in modern cultural resources management. Chapter 
authors hit their marks. And they hit mine as well! I strongly recommend this fine book to both agency 
managers and CRM practitioners of all types. Perhaps even more important, I wholeheartedly suggest 
the adoption of this book to professors in history, anthropology, archaeology, and geography. Resource 
managers, both in agencies and consulting firms, would love to see more graduate programs strengthen 
their curriculums using this new volume.

Paul Brockington, Brockington and Associates

Comprehensive coverage of the contemporary issues and challenges of cultural resource management. 
An essential aid for professionals practicing in CRM.

Claire Smith, President, World Archaeological Congress
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The Blackwell Companions to Anthropology offers a series of comprehensive 
syntheses of the traditional subdisciplines, primary subjects, and geographic 
areas of inquiry for the field. Taken together, the series represents both a 
contemporary survey of anthro pology and a cutting edge guide to the emerging 
research and intellectual trends in the field as a whole.

 1. A Companion to Linguistic Anthropology edited by Alessandro Duranti
 2. A Companion to the Anthropology of Politics edited by David Nugent and 

Joan Vincent
 3. A Companion to the Anthropology of American Indians edited by Thomas 

Biolsi
 4. A Companion to Psychological Anthropology edited by Conerly Casey and 

Robert B. Edgerton
 5. A Companion to the Anthropology of Japan edited by Jennifer 

Robertson
 6. A Companion to Latin American Anthropology edited by Deborah 

Poole
 7. A Companion to Biological Anthropology, edited by Clark Larsen 

(hardback only)
 8. A Companion to the Anthropology of India, edited by Isabelle Clark-

Decès
 9. A Companion to Medical Anthropology edited by Merrill Singer and 

Pamela I. Erickson
10. A Companion to Cognitive Anthropology edited by David B, Kronenfeld, 

 Giovanni Bennardo, Victor de Munck, and Michael D. Fischer
11. A Companion to Cultural Resource Management, Edited by Thomas 

King
12. A Companion to the Anthropology of Education, Edited by Bradley A.U. 

 Levinson and Mica Pollack
13. A Companion to the Anthropology of the Body, Edited by Frances E. 

Mascia-Lees

Forthcoming

A Companion to Forensic Anthropology, edited by Dennis Dirkmaat
A Companion to the Anthropology of Europe, edited by Ullrich Kockel, Máiréad 
Nic Craith, and Jonas Frykman
A Companion to Paleopathology, edited by Anne L. Grauer
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What Are We Talking About?

The central problem in designing a volume called “A Companion to Cultural 
Resource Management” is that there is no general agreement on what the last 
three words – “cultural,” “resource,” and “management” – mean when strung 
together in sequence. In short, it is not intuitively obvious to what one’s 
 volume is supposed to be companionate.

Here are some definitions of the term “cultural resource(s) management” 
that came up in a search of the Internet in late 2009:

In the broadest sense, Cultural Resources Management (CRM) is the  ●

vocation and practice of managing cultural resources, such as the arts and 
heritage. (Wikipedia1)
Cultural Resource Management is, essentially, a process by which the protec- ●

tion and management of the multitudinous but scarce elements of cultural 
heritage are given some consideration in a modern world with an expanding 
population and changing needs. (About.com2)
Cultural resource management (CRM) is the term used to describe the  ●

process of dealing with archaeological and historical resources. (SouthArc, 
a consulting firm3)

I think it’s safe to say that most “CRM” practitioners don’t bother to define 
the term very explicitly; they simply use it as a tag for what they do. If one is 
a museum curator who works with artifacts, then artifacts are “cultural 
resources” and what one does to take care of them is “management.” If one 
is an archaeologist, then archaeological sites are “cultural resources,” and one 
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2  THOMAS F. KING

is managing them when one is finding them, documenting them, stabilizing 
or otherwise preserving them, or digging them up. If one is an architectural 
historian and uses the term (most don’t), then buildings and structures are 
“cultural resources.” If one’s own cultural traditions are being disrespected by 
the dominant society – and one learns the jargon – then one may call those 
traditions “cultural resources.” It is also not uncommon to see the term used 
without definition, on the apparent assumption that everyone knows what it 
means; this is common among archaeologists (cf. Tainter 2004).

The failure to be explicit about what “CRM” means has some unfortunate 
results, particularly in the context of environmental impact assessment (EIA). 
A project may be proposed that will have devastating effects on the cultural 
environment – a reservoir, say, that will require the relocation of dozens of long-
standing traditional villages, flood sacred sites and fishing areas used for centuries, 
eliminate traditional industries and the sources of traditional foods and medi-
cines. It will split communities so that social relationships and perhaps even 
languages will be lost. The government – perhaps in good faith, perhaps not – 
contracts for an EIA study so that it can factor impacts on the environment into 
its planning and perhaps do something to reduce or otherwise  mitigate such 
impacts. The EIA contractor employs or subcontracts with someone to deal 
with “cultural resources,” thinking that he or she will address the full range of 
potentially affected cultural variables. But the “cultural resource” subcontractor 
understands his or her area of responsibility to embrace only archaeological 
sites, so such sites become the sole focus of the “cultural resource” impact 
analysis. The rest of the cultural environment is left up for grabs by others on 
the EIA team. Perhaps someone deals with them, but very likely no one does; 
the bulk of the project’s effects on the cultural environment simply aren’t exam-
ined, aren’t factored into the EIA. Decisions are then made without  consideration 
of such effects (see King 1998 for a discussion of this problem).

The meaning of “cultural resource management” was obviously a subject of 
concern for me in deciding on this book’s content, and on who should be 
asked to write chapters for it. I elected to use a broad definition, which I 
articulated as follows:

“Cultural resources” are all the aspects of the physical and supra-physical 
environment that human beings and their societies value for reasons hav-
ing to do with culture. Included are culturally valued sites, buildings, and 
other places, plants and animals, atmospheric phenomena, sights and 
sounds, artifacts and other objects, documents, traditions, arts, crafts, ways 
of life, means of expression, and systems of belief. “Cultural resource man-
agement” means actions undertaken to manage such phenomena, 
or – importantly – to identify and manage the ways in which change affects 
or may affect them.

Merely defining “CRM” doesn’t solve all its semantic problems, however.4 
Inside the term, the middle word “resource” is a difficult one – one that at least 
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one chapter author refuses to use, and that many indigenous groups (among 
others) find offensive. “Resource” to them implies commoditization, and the 
things they are concerned about are not – to them at least –  commodities. But 
what to call them if not “resources”? Some of them are “sites,” some are not. 
Some are “places,” others are not. Some of the things discussed in this book are 
entirely conceptual, intangible – language, for instance (see Perley, Chapter 11). 
In common parlance we may call them “things” or “stuff,” but such terminol-
ogy is hardly acceptable in an ostensibly scholarly book of readings. So with 
misgivings, I opt for “resource,” defined – paraphrasing the Merriam-Webster 
dictionary – as “a phenomenon that enhances the quality of human life.”

“Management,” too, is a bit tricky, but suffice to say that CRM is always 
about somehow managing something. Sometimes we manage cultural resources 
 themselves – by taking care of a building or site, or working to sustain a lan-
guage or a traditional way of life. Other times – most of the time, for many of 
us – we seek to manage the events that affect cultural resources, such as the 
administration of land, the construction of new buildings, dams, highways, 
the prosecution of wars, the administration of educational programs that 
swamp minority values with those of the majority, and the manifold effects of 
economic globalization.

“Companion” is a less ambiguous term; every dictionary defines it as mean-
ing someone who accompanies another, an intimate friend, a helpmate. Sancho 
Panza to Quijote, Chewbacka to Han Solo. A companion has your back in a 
fight, throws you a rope when you fall in the river. So the function of a 
 “companion to CRM,” surely, is to be on hand to help in prosecution of the 
CRM practitioner’s work.

A Companion to Whom?

This volume is designed to be a companion particularly to:

someone who has just gotten a job in CRM or something that seems  ●

CRM-esque;
someone who is seeking such a job; ●

someone who is studying aspects of CRM in an academic context, probably  ●

in preparation for seeking a job;
someone who is trying to use CRM procedures to protect something, or  ●

conversely, to facilitate its destruction or transformation; and/or
someone who is confronted with people nattering on about CRM and  ●

who wonders what the devil they’re talking about.

It’s designed to give such readers a notion of what CRM involves, how it’s 
practiced in different contexts, what some of its issues are.

The terms “cultural resource” and “CRM” are used mostly in the United 
States of America, though they do find use in Australia, Latin America, Africa, 
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and elsewhere. Sometimes terms like “heritage” are used to mean roughly the 
same things, or have overlapping meanings. Although most of the authors of 
chapters in this volume are United States based, and a lot of the case studies 
and examples we use are from the United States, we’ve tried hard to make the 
volume as relevant as we could to people in other parts of the world. Being 
individuals, with our own particular histories, experiences, and means of 
expression, we’ve achieved varying degrees of success in this endeavor.

Because of this attempt at universality, one thing this volume definitely is 
not is a primer on the particularities of CRM in the United States. We do not 
go into the intricacies of US CRM law, regulation, or performance standards, 
except by way of providing examples where they seem relevant. There are 
other, more compact sources for this kind of material.5 My Chapter 23 does 
discuss CRM legal systems generally, and Tom Green’s Chapter 24 highlights 
how such systems vary from country to country and in international  practice.

Organization and Contents

We begin with the perspectives of experienced CRM practitioners on the 
major kinds of cultural resources whose identification, characterization, and 
management tend to dominate our work. It’s worth stressing that none of us 
had the opportunity to pursue a university specialization in “cultural resource 
management” under any rubric; we are architectural historians, archaeolo-
gists, historians, geographers. So Part I comprises chapters addressing types 
of resource with which the chapter authors routinely work. We begin with 
some of the most widely known and appreciated types of cultural resources – 
the historic built environment and archaeological sites – and proceed to 
resource types that, while certainly no less important than buildings and 
archaeology, are not as uniformly attended to by the CRM community. In 
Part II we focus on still more specific types of resource, each presenting spe-
cial issues with which practitioners struggle. Part III briefly presents the views 
of people in two kinds of human communities affected by CRM, and Part IV 
delves into CRM’s legal, administrative, and economic contexts.

Part I

In Chapter 1, Kathryn M. Kuranda writes of the built environment –  buildings, 
structures, and districts made up of such constructions – and specifically how 
such resources are identified and evaluated by architectural historians and 
practitioners of allied fields. In Chapter 2, David L. Ames and Leila Hamroun 
address the same built environment with a primary emphasis on how it is man-
aged, maintained, rehabilitated, and restored by historical architects. The rea-
son for dividing treatment of the built environment into two chapters is to 
mimic reality; in actual practice two distinct bodies of expertise are applied to 
buildings and structures, usually in sequence. Buildings and structures are 
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typically studied and evaluated by architectural historians – that is, specialists 
in the history of design, style, modes and methods of construction. When the 
time comes to do something with a building or structure found to be histori-
cally significant – assuming that something isn’t simply its demolition – the 
baton is passed to the historical architect – that is, an architect who specializes 
in working with historic fabric.

Michael J. Moratto follows with Chapter 3 on studying, evaluating, and 
managing “prehistoric” sites and site-complexes – that is, places where mate-
rial remains (ruins, artifacts, debris, modifications to the land and soil) are 
found that were left by people without written histories. These places are 
studied by archaeologists to learn about the otherwise undocumented past. 
My Chapter 4 treats “historic” or “historical” archaeological sites, meaning 
places where the information to be gained by studying stuff in and on the 
ground is supplemented by, or is supplementary to, what can be learned from 
documentary sources.

In Chapter 5, William M. Hunter deals with cultural landscapes – more or 
less large land areas that sometimes have, sometimes have not been substan-
tially modified by human design or activity, but that have historical associa-
tions or other cultural value. In Chapter 6, Anna J. Willow takes us farther 
from the environment constructed by humans, to consider the living and non-
living natural environment’s cultural values – rocks, soil, water, and especially 
plants and animals as cultural resources.

With Chapter 7, we shift gears as Deborah Morse-Kahn examines 
 documentary and oral historical resources – identifying, evaluating, and man-
aging historical texts and other documents that reflect historical and cultural 
data, values, and beliefs, and eliciting and preserving historical data lodged 
in people’s brains. In Chapter 8, Wendy Giddens Teeter discusses movable 
cultural property such as artifacts, artwork, and other collectable items often 
found in museums.

All the above kinds of resources are significant for more or less intangible, 
abstract reasons – their beauty, their historical associations, the data they can 
supply for research, the ambience they create or to which they contribute. 
There are also some kinds of cultural resources that are more or less entirely 
intangible – ways of life, beliefs, expressive culture. Sheri Murray Ellis consid-
ers this kind of resource in Chapter 9.

In Chapter 10, Michael D. McNally examines a kind of intangible resource 
that has especially great significance to many people, and that is the source of 
much contention in the world – the complex of beliefs and practices catego-
rized as religious or spiritual. In Chapter 11, Bernard C. Perley discusses 
another deeply significant intangible resource type – language.

Part II

In Part II, we turn to a variety of special resource types and the methods 
involved in identifying and managing them.
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In Chapter 12, Sean Kingsley takes us into the often-contentious world of 
submerged cultural heritage – shipwrecks and other resources in the world’s 
water-bodies whether shallow or deep, fresh or salt. In Chapter 13, Susan B. 
M. Langley addresses the evaluation and management of watercraft afloat and 
in museum settings. Ric Gillespie then takes to the air in Chapter 14 on  aircraft 
and spacecraft. In Chapter 15, Craig Fuller and Gary Quigg bring us back to 
earth to consider aircraft and spacecraft crash sites.

Chapter 16, by Paige M. Peyton, continues the consideration of cultural 
resources that involve technology, discussing the evaluation and management 
of places and things – such as military and industrial facilities – involved in the 
employment or development of technology. In Chapter 17, Nancy Farrell 
writes about places where technology has been deployed to devastating effect – 
battlefields. In Chapter 18, D. Colt Denfeld looks at the broader class of 
resources associated with military operations in general.

In Chapter 19, Charles W. Wheeler addresses the special issues and  problems 
presented by linear resources such as historic roads, trails, canals, and power 
lines. Chapter 20, by Linea Sundstrom and Kelley Hays-Gilpin, is about the 
management and protection of rock art such as pictographs, petroglyphs, and 
ground figures.

Part III

Having heard in Parts I and II from the outside practitioners who typically 
deal with cultural resources, in Part III we hear from some whose resources 
get dealt with, for better or worse.

In Chapter 21, Reba Fuller of the Tuolumne Me-Wuk Tribe provides an 
indigenous person’s perspective on CRM – so often in the United States 
thought of as involving the excavation, study, storage, and exhibition of things 
that belonged to tribal ancestors. In Chapter 22, David Nickell recounts the 
vicissitudes experienced by the Between the Rivers people – a community 
displaced by government action, struggling to influence the management and 
interpretation of its heritage.

Part IV

Part IV is focused on the various legal, administrative, and economic contexts 
in which CRM is performed. I lead off in Chapter 23 with an overview of the 
kinds of laws and law-like instruments under which CRM is practiced. Thomas 
J. Green follows in Chapter 24 with a look at how these instruments vary 
among the planet’s governments.

In Chapter 25, Claudia Nissley discusses the vital but often-ignored  principles 
and methods of consultation and negotiation, which are key to making any 
CRM system work. In Chapter 26, Russell L. Kaldenberg reflects on his career 
in various agencies of the US government to derive lessons about CRM in 
government service. Then in Chapter 27, Tom Lennon ponders the intricacies 

King_cintro.indd   6King_cintro.indd   6 2/4/2011   8:44:09 PM2/4/2011   8:44:09 PM



INTRODUCTION  7

of CRM as practiced in and by a for-profit consulting firm. In Chapter 28, 
Diana Painter discusses how CRM fits into the planning processes of local, 
state, and federal government agencies in the western United States. Michael 
(Sonny) K. Trimble’s and Susan Malin-Boyce’s discussion of CRM in times 
and places of war – based substantially on their own experience in wartime 
Iraq, comprises Chapter 29.

Wrapping up the volume, my Chapter 30 considers where CRM may go in the 
future. There are, of course, many possible paths to take, ways to evolve. Rather 
selfishly perhaps, or perhaps for want of sufficient breadth of imagination, 
I emphasize my own preference for a democratic, populist sort of CRM – which 
I fear is not at all the kind of CRM that most of us have or are likely to get.

Paths Not Taken

There are plenty of topics in CRM that this book fails to cover, or doesn’t 
cover in as much detail as would be desirable. Usually these failures of omis-
sion reflect my own limitations of intellect or attentiveness – I simply didn’t 
think of them until it was too late. In a few cases they are just such big, 
 complicated topics that they demand more space than could be provided here, 
or they are subjects on which – doubtless thwarted by my own limitations of 
mind – I could not find anyone to write.

For instance, we barely touch on fine arts here, though a Picasso or a 
Michelangelo is obviously a cultural resource. Similarly, we give short shrift to 
song and story, and to folklife in general (though see Ellis, Chapter 9 and 
Perley, Chapter 11). We give little attention to film, or to the management of 
books and archives per se (though see Morse-Kahn, Chapter 7). Cemeteries, 
graves, gravestones, burial places and their contents are touched on in several 
chapters (cf. Moratto, Chapter 3; Teeter, Chapter 8; Fuller, Chapter 21; 
Trimble and Malin-Boyce, Chapter 29), but not discussed in their own right 
(see Strangstad 1988 and Thomas 2000 for perspectives). Cultural resources 
in space are not directly addressed, but have recently been the subjects of a 
massive compendium (Darrin and O’Leary 2009).

We did not include a chapter by an attorney addressing the intricacies of 
litigation under CRM laws. This reflects two judgments on my part. One is 
that legal practice is so specific to the laws of a particular nation that it would 
be virtually impossible for any potential author I knew of to generalize about 
it; it would inevitably come down to dissecting how specific courts have inter-
preted the language of particular laws. The other was that attorneys typically 
write most usefully and comfortably for one another, and that while there is 
almost certainly the need for a book on CRM law by and for lawyers, this was 
not that book. The reader seeking to understand historic preservation law in 
an international context might usefully consult Consuelo Olimpia Sanz Salla’s 
The Protection of Historic Properties: A Comparative Study of Administrative 
Policies (2009). The International Journal of Cultural Property (Bauer n.d.) 
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is a good source for discussions of legal issues relating to historic preservation, 
the management of and commerce in antiquities, and some other aspects 
of CRM.

It may surprise some readers to see no chapter on “traditional cultural 
 properties,” a term invented by Patricia Parker and me that has gained some 
notoriety in the CRM world (see Parker and King 1990; King 2003). I left 
“TCPs” out because I do not believe that they really comprise a type of  cultural 
resource in and of themselves. They may be landscapes, they may be build-
ings, they may be natural places, they may be “archaeological” sites; they may 
be important to indigenous communities and other cultural groups, they may 
figure in “intangible” belief systems. Many authors of chapters in this volume 
touch on “TCPs” directly or indirectly (see especially Willow, Chapter 6); 
I did not see the need for a chapter on them per se.

We could have provided a much wider range of views from affected 
 communities – and indeed tried, but failed rather miserably to find authors. 
Most affected communities, I fear, suffer in silence, or at least are not  prepared 
to generalize in print about their experiences.

We have not dealt much with traffic in antiquities, “looting,” and 
 “vandalism,” but there is a large (if, I think, rather self-righteous) literature on 
these topics (cf. Renfrew 2000; Carman 2005). And we could certainly have 
provided a wider range of perspectives from countries and regions other than 
the United States; this failure reflects my own limited experiential background 
and contacts. A very interesting attempt at a worldwide compendium on the 
archaeological aspects of CRM is to be found in Managing Archaeological 
Resources (McManamon et al. 2008). Another apparently excellent source-
book that literally just landed on my desk is Cultural Heritage Management: 
A Global Perspective (Messenger and Smith 2010).

Until the very last minute we intended to include a chapter on CRM in 
times of natural or other emergency or disaster – but the intended author 
found herself so swamped by work resulting from the Deepwater Horizon 
catastrophe in the Gulf of Mexico that she had to withdraw. She did suggest – 
and I’d like to underscore the suggestion – a couple of worldwide web sites 
that provide valuable guidance. One, maintained by Heritage Preservation, a 
US non-governmental organization, is called “Preparing to Preserve,” and 
emphasizes the need for communities to think about preservation of cultural 
resources when developing emergency management plans (see http://www.
heritagepreservation.org/PreparingtoPreserve.html). This is, of course, a key 
recommendation; if you think about what you want to preserve, what may 
threaten it in an emergency, and what options there are for counteracting the 
threat, you have a fighting chance to make a difference. If you don’t think 
about these things, the chances are slim that your valued resources will  survive. 
Heritage Preservation’s Heritage Emergency National Task Force has also 
compiled an online list of useful source material (see http://www.heritagep
reservation.org/lessons/index.html). I regret that we had to wrap up this 
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volume without a chapter on emergencies, but Heritage Preservation’s web 
sites will go a long way toward informing those with a need to prepare for 
such eventualities.

I will doubtless be contacted by many excellent authors who will scold that 
they could have written chapters on topics left out of this book; to them I can 
only say thanks, extend apologies for my editorial shortcomings, and invite 
them to put together their own damn books. Seriously, I welcome comments, 
suggestions, and critiques, via tfking106@aol.com. I should stress, however, 
that opinions expressed in individual chapters are those of the chapter authors, 
and have no necessary relationship to those of the editor.

Notes

1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cultural_resources_management (accessed 28 Dec., 
2009)

2 http://archaeology.about.com/od/culturalresource/qt/crm_definition.htm 
(28 Dec., 2009)

3 www.southarc.com/ (accessed 28 Dec., 2009)
4 Without even considering the fact that the same acronym is widely understood to 

mean “customer relations management.”
5 I’ll naturally recommend my own publications, notably Cultural Resource Laws and 

Practice (3rd edition) (King 2008) and Our Unprotected Heritage (King 2009), but 
others are listed in both those works’ bibliographies and the sources referenced in 
the various chapters of this book.
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PART I General Classes 
of Cultural Resources

The 11 chapters in this part focus on the general classes of cultural resource 
that CRM usually involves managing. In fact, any given CRM enterprise 
 typically involves only a few of the subjects that these chapters cover; it may 
focus only on historical architecture, for example, mostly on archaeology, or 
entirely on language. Sometimes this focusing results from the kinds of 
resources that actually confront us; there is little reason to worry about, say, 
architectural history when one is managing a language retention program. 
Sometimes our attention is focused on some resource classes to the exclusion 
of others by the laws under which we work (see Part IV). Sometimes, regret-
tably, we focus on some kinds of resources and ignore others simply because 
of our own disciplinary biases. But if one is to call oneself a manager of  cultural 
resources, one should at least be aware of all the resource categories discussed 
in the chapters of Part I, and think about the relevance of each to any piece of 
work one proposes to undertake.
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Studying and 
Evaluating the Built 
Environment

Kathryn M. Kuranda

Introduction

This essay examines the process of studying and assessing the built  environment 
from the perspective of a practicing architectural historian with nearly 30 years 
of experience in cultural resource management (CRM). The scope of this 
topic is daunting, so limiting the discussion clearly is in order. This chapter is 
not intended as a treatise on architectural history, nor is it intended to docu-
ment the historic preservation movement, to review heritage legislation, or to 
restate guidance on the application of program-specific criteria and standards. 
Volumes exist on these topics.

Rather, this discussion encourages thoughtful and responsible profes-
sional practice in CRM. Its content reflects an acknowledged US bias in the 
field of cultural resource management, together with a firm belief in the 
importance of history and of the ability of the historic built environment to 
influence the quality of contemporary life. While a conscious effort has been 
made to limit the jargon and terms of art, much of what we do in the CRM 
field is framed by a specialized language and concepts rooted in historic 
preservation laws and regulations. The approaches reviewed briefly herein 
are intended to help bridge the chasms between theory, regulation, and 
real property in order to uncover the meaning and significance of the built 
environment.

Professional practice in CRM too often is devoted to juggling multiple 
projects within demanding time frames so that little opportunity is pro-
vided to reflect on the underlying objectives and accomplishments of the 

CHAPTER 1
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field. By sheer volume, CRM has advanced immeasurably the study of the 
built environment. Identification and evaluation are the foundations of the 
field, the fulcrums for decision making, and a basis for any national heritage 
conservation effort.

History is important to society. Thus, aspects of history that a society finds 
valuable inevitably are reflected in its built environment. This simple premise 
underlies much practice in contemporary cultural resource management. 
It provides a theoretical foundation for the field and also explains many of its 
challenges. For example, definitions of importance and society frequently are 
subject to debate. What is important and to whom? Understanding of “impor-
tant history” is dynamic and influenced by scholarship, public policy, current 
events, and even our own ethnocentrism. Understanding of “society” (the 
group that values aspects of history) changes with context, and may range 
from the international community to local neighborhoods to private property 
owners.

At its best, cultural resource management is an art that applies a methodo-
logical discipline to the collection and analysis of archival and field data that 
are adequate to the objectives of an investigation. While CRM projects make 
a meaningful contribution to our knowledge of the past, rarely are such 
projects the final definitive work on a property. Rather, the practical realities, 
project objectives, and regulatory standards frequently determine the limits of 
an investigation. While these practical considerations may frame an overall 
scope of work, they should not influence the adequacy or quality of the work. 
Such considerations do require that investigations be transparent in their 
objectives and clear in their parameters so that end users are informed fully 
both of the level of work and of its limitations.

Built resource management is a subdiscipline within CRM that inte-
grates a broad range of fields, including, but not limited to, cultural, engi-
neering, military, and political history, genealogy, architectural history, 
geography, anthropology, planning, historic preservation, information 
management, and public policy, to address the built environment. Cultural 
resource  management is serious business demanding the highest profes-
sional  ethics, consistent dedication to high-quality work, and occasionally 
a thick skin.

Documenting and evaluating the relative importance of properties can 
influence very real decisions on planning and real property management. 
Indeed, the results of CRM investigations frequently have direct and lasting 
impacts on what society holds historically important and what is considered 
worthy to memorialize and/or retain for the future. Agreement may not be 
reached with the results of all investigations. Approaching the built environ-
ment systematically through an integrated program of defensible research 
designs, clear methodologies, and proper historic context development, field 
investigations, data analysis, and reporting helps assure that objectives and 
process are clear and results well reasoned and fully  justified.
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What is the “Built Environment”?

First, let’s explore the scope of the subject. The built environment can be 
defined as all space purposefully shaped and manipulated by human activity. 
The built environment is the result of conscious design decisions that can be 
both functional and esthetic. The class of resources encompasses buildings, 
structures, objects, and sites that individually and collectively, as districts, 
reflect human history.

Buildings are constructions designed to shelter human activity; they are as 
diverse and complex as their associated society. Generally categorized by use 
(residential, industrial, religious, civic, educational, etc.) and by building 
type (dwellings, factories, churches, city halls, schools, etc.), buildings are 
 culturally bound resources that reflect use, events, architectural fashion, design 
 theory, technology, economics, status, politics, power, reverence, order, and 
aspiration. By nature, building architecture has multiple audiences comprising 
both active users and passive viewers. Through the design principles of scale, 
mass, proportion, materials, ornamentation, and plan, building design elicits a 
spectrum of conscious intellectual and unconscious emotional responses that 
range from simple recognition of functional types to personal likes or dislikes.

Buildings frequently are categorized broadly into vernacular, e.g.,  “ordinary” 
or “local” architecture, and high-style (frequently “architect-designed”) 
 architecture. It should be noted that the precise definition of “vernacular” 
architecture is an ongoing subject of discussion. While general categories can 
be useful in describing buildings at the extreme ends of the design spectrum, 
the dividing line between vernacular and high-style often is blurred, particu-
larly in resources of recent vintage. Advances in construction technology and 
the availability of mass-produced building materials have limited the number 
of design decisions required by more contemporary builders, contributing to 
the standardization of “ordinary” building design. Buildings also may be sub-
ject to requirements beyond the control of builders, owners, or architects. 
Master planning, building codes, and architectural standards linked to land 
zoning or financing are among the factors that may exert an influence on basic 
building configuration and materials.

Buildings typically are described in terms of their architectural style. 
Architectural styles serve systematically to link buildings with defined charac-
teristics to a body of theoretical and historical knowledge. Style serves to 
anchor a building temporally and esthetically. However, stylistic classification 
is not a hard science and buildings often combine several stylistic influences. 
As in the case of most typologies, systems of stylistic classification often are 
refined to reflect national, regional, or local variations. Occasionally such 
 systems also include more prevalent “vernacular” types. Knowledge of the 
stylistic sequence developed for an area is as critical as knowledge of its overall 
development history.
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Structures generally are categorized as designed functional constructions 
that are not intended for shelter. Structures frequently are the stuff of engi-
neering and technology; they can be either movable or permanent. Bridges, 
roads, dams, boats, earthworks, and aircraft fall into this category. While 
design can be integrated masterfully with function, structures also can exhibit 
architectural style through such elements as ornamentation. Still, the funda-
mental quality of a structure is its functional nature. Due to their use, such 
resources often are improved or modified over time in response to current 
technologies. Integrity of use is a key factor in analyzing the historical impor-
tance of such resources.

Objects, in contrast, are generally smaller in scale and may be artistic or 
functional items that are associated with specific places and settings. This 
 category includes such resources as statuary, sculpture, monuments, and 
boundary markers. Objects tend to be anchored temporally and the result of 
a single phase of construction or fabrication.

These broad categories notwithstanding, the components of the built 
environment are interrelated and frequently overlap. Individual buildings, 
structures, and objects can be part of larger landscapes, which even may be 
part of overarching landscapes. Landscapes themselves are recognized as a 
resource type with regard to the built environment under the category of 
sites.

Sites include high-style and vernacular landscapes, battlefields, and 
 natural features with cultural associations. High-style landscapes are often 
the work of formally trained landscape architects; they may contain resources 
such as structures and objects in addition to a designed natural environ-
ment, which may include such elements as intentional open space, hard-
scapes, and specific plant materials. In contrast, vernacular landscapes can 
be among the most complex resources to define. Rural vernacular land-
scapes, for example, can be extensive geographically and contain a wide 
variety of resource types. As in the case of all built resources, though, rural 
landscapes are unified temporally by a definable period or periods of devel-
opment and by themes or historical events. Human activity in rural ver-
nacular landscapes is reflected holistically in historically associated buildings, 
structures, objects, and land-use patterns. While buildings, structures, and 
objects can be  documented readily, historic land use can be ephemeral; tan-
gible evidence of conscious landscape decisions may be difficult to uncover. 
Change is a  constant and modifications in land-use patterns are to be 
expected; however, sites must retain sufficient evidence to make their 
 historical use  recognizable.

The definition of the built environment has expanded over the years with 
recognition of the complexity of historical land-use patterns, economic 
 systems, and technologies. In CRM, the envelope for macro investigations of 
landscapes has been pushed further by consideration of viewsheds and 
 viewscapes in the analysis of visual effects caused by modern land-use and 
development projects.
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Who is Interested in the Built Environment?

While society as a whole claims a vested interest in the built environment, built 
resource surveys and assessments most often are completed to support planning 
and management decisions in three general areas. These are: regulatory compli-
ance, governmental planning, and resource stewardship. Parties interested in 
the results of CRM investigations range from preservation advocates and public 
interest groups, to governmental agencies charged with regulatory and prop-
erty oversight, to indigenous groups and others with cultural links to historic 
places, to private property owners, independent scholars, and academics.

Work supporting regulatory compliance generally comprises the largest 
 percentage of projects executed by cultural resource managers. National, regional, 
and local historic preservation legislation frequently requires consideration of 
historic properties in the project planning process. Simply stated, the identifica-
tion of historic properties is a prerequisite to their meaningful consideration.

In practice, distinct differences exist in the treatment requirements for his-
toric properties, depending on the regulatory context. For example, historic 
properties identified under Section 106 of the US National Historic Preservation 
Act of 1966, as amended, (16 USC 470) are subject to a process of considera-
tion under which adverse effects to historic properties may be avoided, limited, 
or mitigated through negotiated agreements. Historic properties identified 
through compliance with local requirements in the United States may be des-
ignated for perpetual preservation in accordance with local historic preserva-
tion ordinances. In the United States, historic preservation has been established 
as a national policy in the public interest. This policy has led to occasional fric-
tion between preservation advocates and private property owners or property 
management agencies. Such arguments rarely center on the historicity of a 
property, but on the real or perceived limitations inherent to historical designa-
tion upon future property use. While the issue of private property rights versus 
public historic preservation interests has been adjudicated numerous times over 
the years in favor of the prevailing policy, this tension is unlikely to subside and 
has the potential to alter CRM on all levels of practice.

National, state or provincial, and local governmental agencies frequently 
undertake identification and evaluation projects proactively, to support such 
efforts as master planning, historic district designation, management of endan-
gered resource types, or in anticipation of future public improvements. Such 
projects also may involve some level of regulatory oversight as well as adher-
ence to internal policies and regulations. The scope of these planning-level 
projects can be broad or their intent limited to the collection of general exte-
rior survey data, limited photography, and mapping within targeted geo-
graphic areas along with sufficient archival research to develop overview 
histories and to identify general periods of development.

Survey and evaluation projects completed to support resource stewardship 
generally are tied directly to management decisions. Such investigations can 
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support such efforts as restoration and rehabilitation projects or inform the 
development of architectural design guidelines. Such investigations generally 
are among the most intensive and exacting. Work may include painstaking 
analysis of a property to develop construction chronologies, extensive 
 photography, measured drawings, and in-depth site-specific research.

Professionals working in cultural resource management are not advocates 
for the positions held by agencies, preservation groups, project sponsors, or 
property owners regarding the significance of cultural property. Cultural 
resource managers are not “guns for hire.” Rather, professional loyalties 
should be to the resource base and to the integrity of the work. Anything less 
undermines the credibility of a project and practitioner, bringing the veracity 
of a professional’s work as a whole into question.

Know the Ground Rules for Cultural 
Resource Management

Cultural resource management is a field spawned by local, national, and 
 international concern for the recognition and appropriate treatment of cul-
tural heritage. The field operates within a morass of international cultural 
heritage conventions, government policies, laws, ordinances, regulations, 
 procedures, standards, and technical guidelines designed to support the iden-
tification, evaluation, and treatment of properties of historical and cultural 
importance. Knowing why a study is being undertaken is central to its scope, 
content, and ultimate usefulness. Working knowledge of the relevant review 
and regulatory context also is critical to the success of any identification and 
evaluation effort, since it informs all levels of investigation.

Since legislation and procedures often are program-specific, it is advisable to 
review the applicable enabling laws, regulations, criteria, and standards at the 
beginning of investigation. Recent reports and project files can provide insights 
into agency process and priorities. Cultural resource management is a dynamic 
field in which advances in the understanding of the past and its significance 
often are reflected first at the project level in advance of formal program guid-
ance. The unpublished “gray literature” associated with CRM projects is an 
underutilized barometer for emerging preservation issues.

National, state/provincial, and local heritage programs differ slightly in 
standards, criteria, and requirements. Survey documentation requirements 
vary by jurisdiction, as do criteria for importance. For example, all US states 
maintain an inventory of historic properties, but not all states record the same 
data in the same formats. Survey forms, data sets, graphic and photographic 
specifications, and reporting requirements are unique to each state program. 
The content, processing, and appropriate formats for final submissions are 
factors to be considered when planning an investigation. Many agencies 
 maintain electronic historic property inventories. Such inventories employ 
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a variety of computer programs and a range of program releases, so seamless 
data transfer to electronic archives can be time consuming.

Criteria for Evaluation define those aspects of history that society deems 
important in the built environment. While criteria adopted by heritage pro-
grams frequently differ in detail, the majority contain two elements critical to 
the evaluation of the built environment: (1) criteria for significance; and 
(2) measures for integrity, or authenticity. Criteria of significance define the 
historical associations and design qualities that are of cultural importance, 
while measures of integrity, or authenticity, address the factors that enable the 
property to convey that importance. International efforts to define such crite-
ria and measures date back at least to the Venice Charter of 1964 (ICOMOS 
1964), but the most familiar criteria in US practice are the National Register 
Criteria for Evaluation (36 CFR 60.41).

Over the years, the US Department of the Interior, National Register 
Program has issued technical bulletins on an array of subjects ranging from 
the application of their program criteria to guidance on documenting and 
evaluating a variety of property types. These bulletins have application beyond 
the National Register Program.

While Criteria for Evaluation help objectify the values of cultural heritage 
deemed important by society, such criteria should be viewed with several  caveats:

Culture is dynamic and views on which elements of the built environment  ●

reflect important heritage may change and expand over time.
Criteria may be designed to support esthetic, planning, and community  ●

values apart from historical and cultural significance.
Codified criteria may not capture the history valued by all constituent  ●

groups.

The majority of criteria recognize these inherent limitations. Criteria 
 generally are designed broadly to account for the dynamic understanding of 
significance and to accommodate a wide range of property types. Broad 
criteria commonly are criticized as overly general and subjective. While this 
criticism has some validity, the alternative of overly exacting criteria is equally 
unworkable within a CRM context. The solution lies with the CRM practi-
tioner charged with establishing clear links between resource and criteria.

The legal and regulatory framework underlying cultural heritage programs is 
administered through a system of checks and balances incorporating technical 
and substantive review to assure the adequacy of investigations and the appro-
priate application of criteria for cultural importance. This system can be used to 
the advantage of the project. Government agencies possess a wealth of knowl-
edge that may not be readily available in published sources, technical guidance, 
or the unpublished “gray literature” of the CRM field. Consultation with these 
agencies during the development of a research design can provide insights on 
previously successful methodologies and sources of comparative data.
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Project Scoping and Research Designs

The initial scoping and planning required for survey and evaluation projects 
should be geared to the size and complexity of the investigation. Research 
designs are recommended for all projects to identify the project’s purpose and 
objectives, legislative framework and standards, anticipated archival data 
needs, field methodology, graphic and photographic requirements, analyses, 
products and reporting requirements, and schedule.

The research design can serve as a primary organizational tool for the inves-
tigation; it also can be expanded and refined over the life of a project to incor-
porate additional research questions, and to track logistical issues, such as staff 
assignments, equipment needs, and project modifications. Such documents 
serve to gauge levels of effort, to encourage the logical progression of tasks, 
to troubleshoot potential problems, and to enhance communication within 
the project team.

Large-scale or complex projects may require discussion with review agen-
cies to tailor field methodologies or research questions to particular concerns, 
research interests, or priorities. Innovative approaches rarely are discouraged, 
but deviations from established guidelines should be negotiated prior to 
project execution – and confirmed in writing.

Client and agency review of written research designs offers several advan-
tages. Research designs, often submitted as part of formal proposals, can serve 
to clarify scopes of work that are ambiguous or ill-defined. Clients with lim-
ited exposure to CRM may have an imperfect understanding of its internal 
workings and occasionally seek to contract work that is ill-suited to regulatory 
requirements. Research designs present an opportunity to refine scopes of 
work to assure that products support their intended use.

Organizing the Work

Private-sector CRM is a business, with a product line of time and expertise. 
While projects may be awarded based on credentials, capabilities, and experi-
ence, staying in business, and being successful, requires efficient execution of 
work within allocated budgets and schedules. Planning and organization are 
keys to efficiency; working smart is essential.

Working smart in CRM frequently translates to systematic execution of 
project methodologies for data collection and analyses. Each phase of work 
progressively informs the next. Skipped steps or cut corners result in data 
being overlooked or interpreted inaccurately.

Systematic work is particularly important when projects are staffed by teams of 
professionals in allied fields. CRM projects often adopt an interdisciplinary 
approach involving historians, architectural historians, preservation planners, 
computer graphics and geographic information systems (GIS) specialists, editors, 
and report production specialists under the overall direction of a project 
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 manager or principal investigator. The advantage of interdisciplinary teams is 
the ability to assemble experts in a variety of subdisciplines. The challenges are 
maintaining project control through organization and communication. Each 
team member must have clear understanding of the project objectives, meth-
odology, internal schedule, and assignments. Collaboration among team mem-
bers should be encouraged formally through regular project meetings.

Historic Contexts

Historic contexts are among the first tasks completed in an investigation; they 
are critical to identifying and assessing historic places of all types. In CRM par-
lance, the terminology “historic context” has devolved into a catch phrase for 
historic research. However, the concept behind the terminology is precise and 
sophisticated. An historic context is the deliberate organization of archival data 
by theme, place, time, and property type. Context development is a progressive 
process of refining data from the general to the specific. It involves compilation 
and analysis of data from a variety of primary and secondary sources.

The historic context informs field investigations and provides the frame-
work for resource evaluation. It is the basis for linking real property with the 
past, providing the data for understanding the meaning of a resource.

Again, the level of archival effort required for the development of an  historic 
context is commensurate with the objectives of the investigation. Projects 
intended to characterize the built environment of an area in a general way, 
such as those frequently completed in the private sector as part of due dili-
gence studies, may limit research to previous investigations, historic maps, and 
secondary sources. Projects supporting rehabilitation of specific buildings or 
structures require the greater depth of detail found only in primary sources 
and records specific to a property.

Historic contexts evolve over the life of the project and are progressively 
refined as research questions specific to the resource are identified. At mini-
mum, two stages of historic context development are desirable. Working con-
texts are developed prior to the initiation of field investigations, while final 
contexts are used in resource analysis.

Working contexts provide the baseline information necessary for informed 
and efficient field investigation and are the first tasks completed on a project. 
Working contexts generally are internal documents that include:

overview histories organized by major period of development; ●

major historical events and important personages associated with the  ●

project area;
historic maps, including insurance maps, if available; ●

summaries of previous investigations in the vicinity; ●

anticipated property types likely to be found; and ●

literature review of scholarship related to the area and its property types. ●
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Working contexts contain practical data applied in refining field strategies, 
including logistics, supply, and staffing needs, and in anticipating avenues for 
additional research.

Final contexts generally are refined to respond to questions raised in field 
investigations. The final documents incorporate such elements as data con-
tributed by local informants, research on unexpected property types, and 
directed research in public records, such as deeds, tax assessments, wills and 
probate inventories, local newspapers, census data, manuscripts, family papers, 
and specialized archival collections.

Historic contexts are more than simple narrative chronologies or the com-
pilation of facts. They are evaluatory documents that distill the essence of 
importance from the historical record and current scholarship. They capture 
both the sweep of historical patterns and the detail of specific events. Contexts 
are concise, sufficiently detailed to substantiate conclusions, and thoroughly 
referenced through citations and bibliographies.

Fieldwork: Systematic Recording

Data on the current appearance of the built environment are compiled through 
systematic field surveys. This process can range in focus from single buildings 
to sizable cultural landscapes containing buildings, structures, objects, and dis-
tricts, to selective, nationwide or regional investigations of particular property 
types. The data sets and level of detail collected generally are tailored to the 
objectives of the investigation. The data requirements for investigations under-
taken to characterize an area and to identify the presence or absence of proper-
ties warranting further investigation differ from the level of detail necessary to 
support resource designation under such programs as the US National Register 
of Historic Places or to support building restoration or rehabilitation.

CRM work generally tends to involve two types of built resource survey: 
reconnaissance and intensive. Reconnaissance-level surveys characterize the 
built resources in a project area; intensive-level surveys document those 
resources sufficiently for formal evaluation and, where relevant, for nomina-
tion to recognized registers. In practice, neither of these approaches neatly fits 
the objectives of many investigations.

How, then, are the information sets for field recording defined? First, the 
purpose of the investigation is reviewed and the information needed to develop 
the required products is identified. Standards of the review agencies, such as a 
cultural ministry or State Historic Preservation Office, are considered where 
inventory data will be submitted as a product of the investigation. Field limi-
tations on the investigation, such as restricted property access or environ-
mental hazards, also are factored in. Finally, the data sets that take into 
consideration all of the above factors are identified.

Three categories of data typically are collected in a field effort: descriptive 
data on the resource, photographic data, and graphic data. Descriptive data 
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should be sufficient to describe fully the resource and its environs within the 
limits established for the investigation.

Field data compiled for built resources are tailored to the design and con-
struction characteristics of the resource type. Data sets collected to document 
the appearance of a building, such as a dwelling, differ from data required for 
the description of a structure, such as a bridge. At minimum, field recording 
includes administrative information, descriptive data, and field observations. 
Administrative information includes property name, address, ownership, 
 category of property, and resource boundaries. Descriptive data record the 
current appearance, including the overall design (style, scale, mass, propor-
tion), construction type and materials, architectural elements, such as doors, 
windows, chimneys, dormers, etc., ornamentation, plan, and additions. Field 
observations may include data related to changes and modifications over time, 
associated resources such as support buildings and landscape features, and 
overall condition.

Photographic documentation should capture the complete resource. Digital 
photography generally has become acceptable for most investigations; how-
ever, specialized projects, such as those undertaken to US National Park 
Service’s Historic American Buildings Survey or Historic American Engineering 
Record (HABS/HAER) standards, may require large-format, archivally proc-
essed images. Agency specifications should be checked for resolution, print-
ing, and labeling requirements. Images should be composed for their 
information value, and fully depicting the resource and its environs. A written 
index of all images should be maintained in the field, noting the date, direc-
tion, and view.

Digital photography has enhanced the ability to document the built 
 environment enormously. It provides an easy and cost-effective method of 
capturing complex architectural and design elements. The ability to index, 
store, and retrieve digital photographic images also facilitates the develop-
ment of visual libraries for comparative analysis and for future reference.

Graphic documentation includes drawings, sketch plans, sketch maps, and 
geographic data. The execution of measured drawings is an art form generally 
limited in practice to the most significant resources. Proportional sketch plans 
and sketch maps are used more typically to record building plans, to docu-
ment the spatial relationship between components of a property, and to index 
photographic views to the resource. Field drawings should include title blocks 
recording the name and location of the property, subject and date of the 
drawing, geographic references, such as north arrows and major landmarks, 
and the name of the delineator.

Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM) grid references generally are the 
accepted standard for locating resources on United States Geological Survey 
(USGS) maps; Ordnance Survey maps are used in the United Kingdom, as 
are their equivalents in other countries. The scale of such maps can be prob-
lematic when working with resources in densely developed urban areas. 
In such cases, street maps, sketch maps, and geographic positioning systems 
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(GPS) should be considered to augment geographic data. Distance from the 
GPS point to the property should be calculated in the field to avoid later 
mapping distortions.

Once the data requirements of a field investigation have been determined, 
the recording method is considered. Field methodologies for collecting data 
on built resources can range from an informal checklist used to organize 
observations in field books, to standardized paper forms, to hand-held com-
puters with data sets captured electronically through pull-down menus.

After considering the requirements of the investigation, field books may 
offer the advantage of flexibility, accommodating a level of detail not easily 
found in form-driven documentation. Their use often is most appropriate to 
the in-depth documentation of a single property. Capturing electronic data 
sets, including geographic data, using hand-held computers is becoming 
the industry standard for investigations involving multiple properties. This 
approach makes it possible to design data menus specific to the project, 
 assuring standardization and completeness in documentation, consistency in 
architectural terminology, and accuracy in geographic and photographic data. 
Perhaps most exciting is the ability to link electronic data sets through geo-
graphic information systems, enabling early integration of cultural resource 
data layers in overall project mapping and providing the ability to manipulate 
cultural resource data for spatial and comparative analysis. Electronic data also 
can be converted easily to a variety of computer data management programs 
for specialized analyses.

Before starting fieldwork, it is advisable to check equipment to assure that 
it is complete and in operating order. Anticipating field situations and carrying 
the appropriate gear, i.e., pens, paper, clipboards, straight edge, cameras, 
maps, batteries, flashlights, tapes, knife, binoculars, cell phone and charger, 
rain gear, safety vests, first aid kit, etc., is highly recommended.

A safety plan should be included in field preparations. Such a plan should 
include the location of the nearest hospital, project contact numbers, the 
number for a local garage with a mechanic and tow truck, emergency con-
tacts, and any health information that should be considered in case of emer-
gency. First aid and cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) training is highly 
recommended for anyone doing fieldwork.

Surveyors should carry professional credentials in the field and respect both 
private property and the local community. Questions from the public should 
be expected and anticipated. Flyers with a description of the project and con-
tacts for additional information frequently are prepared. Occasionally, public 
information meetings are held in advance of fieldwork to introduce the com-
munity to the project. Property owners, building users, and area residents 
often can be excellent informants.

Organization and quality control contribute to a successful field effort. 
However, the security of all work should be quality controlled by download-
ing electronic data from field computers and cameras at regular intervals  during 
the field session. Reviewing all field data daily will help assure  completeness 
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and accuracy. Daily off-site transfer of electronic field data adds an additional 
level of data security and makes possible expedited post-field processing.

Reading the Built Environment 
with a Professional Eye

History is a continuum, and human activity leaves physical evidence. This 
evidence can be as small as a prehistoric lithic scatter or as substantial as an 
urban center. Cultural resource managers – including those working with the 
built environment – excavate the layers of history to develop chronologies and 
typologies of human activity. The tools of investigation and date ranges of 
resources differ between archaeology and built resource management, but the 
essential objectives are the same. Cultural resource managers working with 
the built environment collect physical evidence of conscious design decisions 
in the landscape, sorting data by episodes of construction, correlating con-
struction sequences with archival research, and interpreting these data to 
derive meaning.

This process can be simple or complex depending on the periods of devel-
opment and construction found within a study area. Built resource survey at 
its essence is a straightforward process of collecting sufficient data to describe 
and characterize the resource base fully and then correlating those data with 
appropriate typologies and chronologies.

This process can be so internalized that it becomes almost unconscious. For 
example, most architectural historians readily classify buildings by type, style, 
construction, and date range with minimal effort. In doing so, an inanimate 
object, the building, is anchored in time and linked to a database of architec-
tural theory, design history, and construction technology. Architecture, con-
struction, technology, and landscape history are among the fields with 
well-developed chronologies, typologies, and diagnostics. The ability to rec-
ognize diagnostics and to categorize the built environment expands with 
experience and enables practitioners to build more of these links in the field. 
These skills are cumulative, progressive, and require both active scholarship 
and fieldwork. Although important, knowledge gained through current 
 literature is secondary to depth of knowledge gained through physical field-
work. Built resources are tangible artifacts whose design and construction can 
be understood best through direct investigation.

Reading landscape effectively enables the formulation of research questions 
to support thorough and sophisticated evaluations. For example, date ranges 
can be used to target site-specific research by period; building types might sug-
gest exploration of residential, commercial, public, religious, or industrial devel-
opment patterns; architectural style can suggest associations with architects, 
trends in popular design, or the migration of vernacular building patterns; and 
the identification of mass-produced architectural elements may suggest the 
presence of well-developed manufacturing and distribution systems.
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Putting It All Together: Data Analysis

All aspects of the built environment, whether contemporary big-box develop-
ment or eighteenth-century agricultural complexes, are related to the  continuum 
of history and reflect some aspect of our cultural identify. Criteria for Evaluation 
define those aspects of history considered important and valued by society. In 
addition, such criteria generally define the age generally required for consid-
eration as well as conditions for considering resources of more recent vintage. 
Historical perspective is an issue in assessing properties of contemporary con-
struction. The analysis of built resources in US CRM typically applies Criteria 
for Evaluation (or a state or local variant on the criteria) within the project 
historic context to associated resources. The obstacles to objectivity in public 
history are more pronounced without the test of time.

As noted earlier, most evaluative criteria for the historic built environ-
ment in US practice adopt, or are derived from, the National Register 
Criteria for Evaluation (36 CFR 60.4) and recognize four aspects of 
 significance. These are:

association with historical events or patterns; ●

association with important persons; ●

design or physical characteristics; and ●

potential to provide important information about prehistory or history. ●

A property that meets any one of the above criteria and that has integrity 
(authenticity) is taken to be significant. These broad criteria are applied with 
reference to the historic context.

By this stage of the investigation, the raw data for analysis have been assem-
bled. The appropriate standards and evaluative criteria have been identified. 
The working historic context has informed field investigations. Questions 
raised in the examination of the built environment have been used to refine 
the final historic context. A number of decisions generally are confronted in 
correlating these seemingly disparate data sets. Such decisions include how 
the data will be organized for analysis, and what tools will be used in that 
analysis.

The organizational building blocks of the historic context – theme, place, 
time, and property type – generally offer an expedient framework for organ-
izing historical and field data. The scale of the investigation will suggest the 
appropriate data management tools.

Surveys generating a large volume of archival and field data may best be 
managed through a geographic information system facilitating organization 
by location, including the identification of spatial patterns related to the com-
ponents of the historic context. Databases can be developed to organize and 
manipulate information by resource attributes related to date, theme,  location, 
and property type. Two- and three-dimensional graphics serve to organize 
data related to construction sequences.
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Each resource identified in the field should be subjected to two levels of 
analysis, regardless of the tools employed. The first level scrutinizes the 
resource for its relationship to the context, and thus the criteria. The objec-
tives are to define clearly the historical and cultural associations and to assess 
the relative importance of the real property to important events, patterns, 
personages, and design qualities documented through the context.

The second stage of analysis assesses the integrity of a resource, or its ability 
to convey physically that importance to a viewer in its current condition. 
Resource integrity is among the most esoteric of the concepts applied in CRM. 
Integrity, or authenticity, is measured with reference to a list of qualities 
 (location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association) 
that often appear ambiguous and subjective to those outside the field. In prac-
tice, resources either retain integrity or sufficient evidence of their appearance 
dating from their period of importance or they are so altered that a physical 
link between the resource and its period of importance has been lost. 
An  additional layer of complexity is introduced in assessing the integrity of 
collections of resources, as in the case of districts. Properties within districts 
may lack the integrity for conveying individual significance, but may possess 
sufficient integrity to contribute to the collection as a group.

Products

The results of identification and evaluation projects generally are presented in 
technical reports that become part of the “gray literature” that characterizes 
CRM. These reports frequently are reviewed by agencies under historic pres-
ervation compliance regulations to contribute to agency management deci-
sions on the resources. These reports also contribute to knowledge of the 
resource base and often include insightful and innovative scholarship.

Gray literature is unpublished and limited in distribution. Furthermore, the 
products of an investigation may be “work for hire,” and thus proprietary and 
legally owned under contract by the sponsors of a project. In such cases, 
research, field notes, and reports cannot be used or released without written 
authorization from the client. While built resource investigations rarely con-
tain sensitive or government classified data, work undertaken for governmen-
tal entities may contain graphic or photographic information subject to security 
clearance, especially with heightened sensitivity to national security.

Report formats and particulars on content may differ with the objectives of 
the investigation; however, the standards for clear, concise, and well-organized 
presentation apply to all products. At minimum, reports should include:

abstract; ●

purpose and objectives; ●

methodology; ●

historic context; ●
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results of field investigations; ●

analysis of properties; ●

conclusion and recommendations; and ●

references. ●

The presentation of data should be considered thoughtfully. While the 
technical report should be comprehensive in scope, categories of relevant data, 
such as survey forms, may be included more effectively in an appendix or 
accompanying volume. Graphics should be selected for their information 
value and their ability to support the text. Among the great challenges in built 
resource reporting is enabling the reader to envision both the resource and 
the qualities of that resource that support its assessment. Photographs, sche-
matics, graphs, and maps contribute substantially to this understanding.

All reports should be edited for clarity, technical adequacy, and substantive 
sufficiency. Errors or omissions occur; however, stringent quality control at 
the reporting phase of an investigation limits such problems and is well 
advised.

Summary and Conclusion

The preceding discussion of the process of executing defensible CRM investi-
gations for the study and evaluation of built resources is appropriate to all 
levels of investigation, and it accommodates a range of technologies. The 
approach is systematic and divided into phases to encourage full consideration 
and reconsideration of project data. This approach provides a framework 
for responsible investigation and supports well-reasoned and defensible 
 evaluations.

Note

1 That is, Title 36, Part 60.4 of the US Code of Federal Regulations.
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Principles of 
Architectural 
Preservation

David L. Ames and 
Leila Hamroun

CHAPTER 2

“It is better to preserve than to repair, better to repair than to restore, better to 
restore than to reconstruct.”

A. N. Didron, 1839

The preservation or conservation of a cultural property has been defined as 
including “all actions aimed at safeguarding . . . for the future in order to 
study, record, retain, and restore the culturally significant qualities of the 
object with the least possible intervention” (Stubbs 2009:21). This chapter 
deals with architecture both as individual structures and as parts of larger 
landscapes. It is written for those who are not architects but who will be 
involved in the preservation of buildings and landscapes and who must makes 
decisions about the physical preservation of structures.

Our first principle is that any building is considered architecture. Buildings 
are preserved because they are culturally and historically significant in some 
way. The preservation planning process takes place in three big steps – first 
determining what resources are significant and why, then establishing what 
should be preserved and why, and finally deciding how to preserve the objects 
and doing it. Preservationists and cultural managers tend to be most involved 
in the first two steps and less in the third.

Cutting across the entire process of architectural preservation is the fact 
that our conception of architecture and architectural history itself has 
changed dramatically in the past three decades or so, especially with the rise 
of vernacular architecture. Understanding this change is important both to 
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those undertaking research and evaluation on significance and to those 
designing treatment strategies for physical structures.

Historically, architectural history grew out of art history. Objects were evalu-
ated by comparing them to the best of a genre – evaluate an Impressionist 
painting by comparing it to a master. Much architectural history similarly used 
academic, high-style architecture as the basis for evaluating the quality of 
buildings. This is one source of the charge of elitism against preservation; it 
also helps explain why the evaluation of architecture has been so style-oriented, 
with high-style architecture the benchmark of evaluation.

Vernacular architecture brought a different approach to evaluating and 
studying architecture. It is architecture of everyday life; everyone’s buildings 
are considered significant manifestation of their culture. Studying buildings 
that have been outside the realm of traditional architectural history, and tying 
them to the cultures that produced them, vernacular architecture is based on 
an empirical methodology – it first tries to measure and characterize the type 
of buildings in a community and then to understand how they reflect the 
needs and values of the people who built them.

Architectural historians Lanier and Herman assert that vernacular architec-
ture takes an archaeological approach to reading buildings and landscapes 
where “[b]uildings, like landscapes, are cultural artifacts . . . [and] are a form of 
communication and can be revealing indicators of the values and ideas of people 
who built them and occupied them . . . [T]aken together, these archeological 
tools help us specify building periods and determine sequence of change” 
(Lanier and Herman 1997:4). Thus discovering through research the nature 
and significance of a society’s architecture becomes integral to the preservation 
process. The principles for preservation flow from the conclusion about what is 
most significant. In this approach “style” is not lost; it is recast as the visual and 
esthetic character-defining features.

A preservationist or cultural resource manager seeking to move beyond 
understanding the nature and significance of architecture to how to preserve 
it can be well served by thinking about it in five ways:

1 Understand and think about architecture at both the scale of the individual 
building and as part of the landscape. It is at the scale of the individual 
building that intervention takes place but at the scale of landscape such as 
an historic district that you will be dealing with buildings in aggregate in 
such tasks as writing design standards.

2 Buildings move through time and change as they move – things are added and 
subtracted. A basic assumption must be that all buildings change and develop 
over time – in stages. To conclude that a building is “as built” – looks like it 
did when built – is a conclusion to be reached only after exhaustive research.

3 Buildings, from the outer skin to structural frames to interior finish and 
mechanical utilities, are dynamic layered systems that are interacting, 
changing, and deteriorating at different rates. An effective preservation 
strategy must deal with all of the layers.
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4 Document everything. To research a building one goes from the general 
to the specific. The documentation process, which we will outline below, 
should do the same, going from drawings to photography. The basic 
premise here is that documentation is preservation. Almost any preserva-
tion action will change what you found, so a record of what was there is 
critical. Preservation actions should be reversible, so a record of what was 
replaced is important.

5 As we have seen with architectural history, interpretive contexts for buildings 
will change and your interpretation of the building and resulting preservation 
actions may be challenged by new scholarship in the future.

6 Plan, plan, plan. The best preservation and conservation decisions can take 
place only through a planning process. This process has three levels:

a. overall historic context development and determination of significance;
b. historic building analysis and preservation treatment plan;
c. consideration of land-use development context and threat to the 

building.

7 The building must in the end be a sustainable resources – preservation is 
no longer a luxury.

We suggest that selecting appropriate preservation and treatment strategies is 
not a separate step to be taken after the significance of the building has been 
determined, but should flow from the research design used to study the building 
and evaluate it both individually and as part of larger landscape.

Basic Principles and Architecture as the Box

Our first principle is that any building is “architecture.” Basically, a building 
is a box. It usually has four outside walls, a roof, and a floor. It also has 
openings such as doors and windows for access, light, and ventilation. Inside 
it may be divided into rooms and have more than one floor and perhaps 
a basement. It sits on the ground and its functions may expand into the 
 surrounding area.

Our second principle is that “preservation” is a verb, a process. Preservation 
is not about mothballing, except as a very special case. The corollary of pres-
ervation as a verb is that the best way to preserve a building is to maintain it 
in continued use. Buildings are containers for human activities and when the 
humans leave, buildings die.

We define architecture so simply for several reasons. First, to cut through 
all the complexity often associated with architecture, which can be overwhelm-
ing to those new to the subject. It can seem like a mass of detail including a 
progression of styles over a couple of hundred years exhibited on a bewilder-
ing array of building types. Architectural histories and field guides can 
 perpetuate this impression, and some architectural historians like to show off 

King_c02.indd   31King_c02.indd   31 2/4/2011   6:47:15 PM2/4/2011   6:47:15 PM



32  DAVID L. AMES AND LEILA HAMROUN 

their proficiency by mastery of detail. So the best place to start is to keep it 
simple and then add detail, as we need it.

A second and more important reason is that whatever the style, method of 
construction, and materials, in the preservation and conservation of a building, 
you are going to be dealing with the box as a physical object whether fancy or 
plain. Style is the frosting. You have to understand how the box works, how 
it stands up, how it keeps the weather out, how it is organized, and what it is 
made of. You will also need to understand where it has been and how it has 
changed.

The overriding principle of architectural preservation is to preserve the 
physical integrity of a resource while making it functional. Protecting “integ-
rity” is most simply defined as having a building look and work much the 
same as it did when it was built. Integrity is the building’s ability to convey its 
significance physically. However, here we are going to leave the analysis of 
visual integrity until after you understand the building as a structural system. 
That is because the appearance of a building is a product of the uses it was to 
serve; the way it was built and what it was built of. Integrity comes from the 
inside out. There are many more cross-cultural similarities in the way build-
ings are constructed than in their exterior style. However, in European and 
American architectural history, the outward style has been the primary means 
of classification and evaluation. Integrity has been linked to style and how 
closely a building approximated an academic/art historical ideal. But style is 
only one aspect of integrity and the most utilitarian building can retain high 
integrity. Integrity is about the physical “honesty” of a structure.

The third reason for starting simple is that our definition of what consti-
tutes historically significant “architecture” has radically expanded in recent 
decades. As early as 1980, pioneer preservationist James Marston Fitch 
(1982:39–40) observed that the resources being considered by preservation 
are being expanded in several ways.

First, the scale of the artifact being considered as requiring preservation is 
being pushed up to include very large ones (e.g., the entire Island of Nantucket) 
as well as downward to include very small ones (e.g., historic rooms or frag-
ments thereof installed in art museums).

Second, there has been a radical increase in the types of artifacts being con-
sidered worthy of preservation. Thus in addition to monumental high-style 
architecture – traditionally the concern of the preservationist – whole new 
categories of structures are now being recognized . . . vernacular, folklorist, 
and industrial structures.

Fitch also notes that the time scale of preservation is being extended, with 
the twentieth century now called “The Recent Past.” Finally he comments on 
what might be the most significant change in preservation – a shift in focus 
from the isolated building as artifact to its cultural context. This is best marked 
in the United States by the publication in 1980 of the Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards for Historic Preservation Planning, calling for “historic contexts” 
to be developed as part of the preservation planning process.
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Popular View of Preservation and Historic Origins

If someone were to ask what image the word “preservation” brought to your 
mind, like many you might think of an historic house or building where 
 somebody famous lived or something important happened. In the United 
States, it might be Mount Vernon. If pressed a little more and asked “What’s 
historic about it to you?”, you might say “Well, it looks like it did when George 
Washington lived there.” Such houses, sometimes called historic house muse-
ums, represent an approach to preserving historic buildings called “restora-
tion.” In this restoration approach, called a “treatment” in preservation 
language, a building is determined to be historically significant because of its 
association with an important person or event. Its significance is tied to the 
time the person lived there or when the event took place. It could also be 
 significant as an important kind of building, such as an outstanding Queen 
Anne style house from the 1890s or a Frank Lloyd Wright designed house from 
the early twentieth century. “Restoration” literally means treating the building 
so as to make it look like it did when it was built or when it was significant.

To restore a building, extensive research is done to determine exactly what it 
looked like and how it functioned during its period of significance. Then archi-
tectural elements or features that may have been added since that time are taken 
off, and those original features that may have been lost are re-created and added. 
So for example, much of the fancy wooden jigsaw decoration on Victorian 
San Francisco houses was stripped off in the 1950s when it was felt to be old-
fashioned and dowdy. As these houses became popular and were restored in the 
1990s most of this lost decoration was replaced. Sometimes original architectural 
features may have been lost because of neglect and lack of maintenance. Many 
Queen Anne houses, to continue the example, have lost the distinctive conical – 
or “witches hat” – roofs on their corner towers, because they were hard to main-
tain. Wooden porches are notoriously vulnerable to rot and being removed. 
“Restoration” as a preservation treatment would require rebuilding the conical 
roof to the Queen Anne house and replacing the porches with historically authen-
tic ones. One authoritative source says that “[r]estoration returns a building, site, 
or work of art to an appearance it had in an earlier time . . . this may involve the 
alteration or removal of subsequent changes” (Stubbs 2009:126).

Restoration is only one approach to preserving buildings. However, the his-
tory of restoration provides an instructive means of exploring the history of 
preservation theory and practice and the current range of treatments.

History of Architectural Preservation Principles 
and Treatments

Our built environment is a smorgasbord of ingredients: historical, cultural, 
political, technical, esthetical, doctrinal, economic, and ethical. These factors 
interact in so many ways that the international consensus on stewardship is a 
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colorful patchwork. Each country has its own traditions of stewardship, based 
on its own political, economic, and cultural evolution. International instru-
ments like the Athens Charter of 1931 or the International Charter for the 
Conservation and Restoration of Monuments and Sites (Venice Charter, 
1964) attempt to establish guiding principles and a common framework, but 
are stymied by the challenges of finding common ground, even for something 
as basic as the definition of an historic monument.

Historically, the main terrain for debate regarding architectural preserva-
tion has been the Old Continent, where a new perception of the nature and 
importance of buildings sprang from intellectual discourse around the themes 
of authenticity, heritage, and the notion of historic monuments as structures 
that would memorialize events of the past. Today’s principles for architectural 
preservation are rooted in reactions to the extensive destruction of historic 
towns and buildings by wars in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe, 
where “(t)he first voices of international protest toward the wanton destruc-
tion of historically significant structures” were raised in reaction to “the 
wholesale destruction of whole segments of the European build environment 
by the French Revolution and Napoleonic Wars” (Stubbs 2009:211).

The idea of buildings as “historic monuments” first appeared in fifteenth-
century Rome: physical structures were selected by the erudite for their his-
toric and artistic value. They became antiquities, disassociated from any 
utilitarian purpose (typically religious) to reach universality. As they shifted 
from the “building” category to the “object” category, they became subjects 
of study and documentation, to be memorialized in writing and drawing as 
authentic reflections of the past, rather than maintained, repaired, and reused 
as participants in the present.

Eastern cultures in contrast maintained a different, organic relationship 
with the built patrimony: destined for use, these objects were impermanent by 
nature, subject to repairs, adaptation, reuse, and replacement as the natural 
life span of their materials was reached. It is only with the expansion of colo-
nial empires that the Western notion of the preservation of the architectural 
object spread throughout Africa, the Middle East, and Asia.

French and English Origins

By the early eighteenth century, the European antiquarian movement had 
applied the concept of authenticity to physical objects, which, in their view 
unlike text, “could not lie.” As dating techniques improved, legitimizing 
objects as historic documents became accepted practice in the fields of 
archaeology and art history. Buildings, however, were still thought of as 
utilitarian. High-style buildings were studied as part of an art history 
 narrative/perspective, vernacular architecture was ignored. However, in the 
late eighteenth century the large-scale loss of traditional building stocks to 
the French Revolution triggered an interest in the built environment as a 
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cultural  identity anchor. The wholesale destruction of symbols of the royal 
order in France – churches, monasteries, civic buildings – led to the loss of 
common reference points, and raised the question of what could be built in 
their stead. What would be “authentically” French, and how could you 
 replicate the technological feats that had blanketed the country with a white 
mantle of steeples?

This question became more urgent in the nineteenth century, as the industrial 
revolution created a new urban panorama, with dense factory towns replacing 
traditional towns and villages, and technological innovation allowing the 
introduction of a mass-produced architecture. Buildings of the past became 
both objects to be studied and a cultural and technological testament to 
be conserved and restored. This debate did not rescind property rights – 
French author Victor Hugo acknowledged that the use of the building was 
the owner’s due – however, he also noted that the beauty of the building was 
the patrimony of all (Loew 1998:28), thus setting the stage for the progressive 
development of a legal framework that would restrict property rights for the 
greater good of maintaining a cultural heritage.

The French legal framework for architectural preservation was developed 
in tandem with philosophical debates around the value of the built heritage. 
As early as 1790, the Revolutionary Assembly set up a Commission of 
Monuments to establish a list of buildings worthy of protection. Minimally 
successful, it led to the Guizot Law of 1834, creating the Service des 
Monuments Historiques, solely dedicated to the inspection and listing of 
France’s historic monuments. In 1840 the first list of buildings deserving 
protection, and financial support from the government, was published, a 
 tradition that persists to this day. However, the interest in Medieval France 
led to a focus on buildings as objects detached from the passage of time, their 
importance linked to a single, ideal state of the physical assembly – typically, 
the Romanesque or Gothic periods. Architectural preservation was to conserve 
what existed, and reproduce what had existed. Any changes that occurred 
beyond that ideal state – material degradation or intentional interventions – 
were objectively dismissed.

From this concern for preservation, arguments emerged between those who 
wanted to preserve structures as they stood and those who saw “restoration” 
as an opportunity to “return” buildings to an idealized form they never had.

The leading advocate and practitioner of the restoration approach was the 
French preservationist Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc (1814–1879). His 
philosophy of restoration was called “stylistic unity” theory. Extremely knowl-
edgeable about Gothic architecture, Viollet-le-Duc’s approach was to improve 
on the original by restoring a structure to what he thought it should have 
looked like in the first place. In his intervention on the Cathedral of Notre-
Dame in Paris, he created an alternate reality, correcting what he interpreted 
as “mistakes” to re-create a nineteenth-century romantic notion of the true 
austere monumentality of the Gothic cathedral: a monochrome, sculptural 
architecture, stripped of any original polychromy. To accomplish this, he also 
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stripped off additions built after its original construction. Viollet-le-Duc’s 
approach of restoration as improving on the original was also taken up in 
England on buildings such as Durham Cathedral.

A strong reaction ensued, and English writer and critic John Ruskin led a 
movement against this destruction in the name of preservation. “He argued 
that intervention was brutal, even sacrilegious, that a significant historic building 
should remain as it is and nothing should be done to prevent its falling down” 
(Stubbs 2009:224). Ruskin’s minimalist philosophy of intervention came to 
be called “The English School.”

In 1887, a French law extended protection to historic buildings not only 
requiring protection against willful damage, but worthy of protection in the 
“national interest” from the point of view of historic or artistic merit. The law 
introduced two important concepts: the first was that “sacred” property rights 
could be restricted since authorization would be required for any owner inter-
vention. The second was the inclusion of the notion of “écrin” (jewel setting), 
linking the listed building to its surroundings. This broad scope saved numer-
ous, less impressive buildings that would have disappeared through attrition, 
disuse, or competition from powerful demographic pressure.

By 1905, the separation of church and state in France had led to a large 
stock of churches entering the public domain. Listed properties went from 
24 per year to 260 per year after 1906, and the Service des Architectes en 
Chef des Monuments Historiques followed in 1907: specialized design 
 professionals with a “monopoly” on the design and implementation of pres-
ervation interventions on the listed patrimony. The various laws were finally 
pulled together into one legislation, the 1913 law on historic monuments, 
which still underpins the philosophical and legal framework of architectural 
preservation in France.

In the early twentieth century, a broader definition of “patrimony” emerged, 
shifting from the building-centric (the antiquarian model) toward an environ-
ment/context-driven framework. The technological approach, isolating and 
parsing the building into thinner and thinner slices, had lost track of its broader 
value as cultural patrimony, and ignored how building crafts evolved not only 
through technical innovation, but also as a result of social, economic, and 
political changes.

In France this evolution led to the 1930 law protecting natural sites and 
monuments, and the creation a decade later of the Architectes des Bâtiments 
de France (literally the Architects of Buildings of France) who would review 
and approve any new construction, or restoration intervention, not on the 
historic monument itself, but within a 500-yard radius surrounding it.

By 1962, André Malraux had introduced his law of Secteurs Sauveguardés 
(safeguarded sectors), noting that “Nations are no longer sensitive to 
 masterpieces, they also have become sensitive to the mere presence of their 
past” (Lowe 1998:33). Preservation and planning concerns would no longer 
coexist in parallel universes. In recent years, French preservation law has 
evolved to  provide more local autonomy and input, fostering the protection of 
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 buildings/industries of regional importance, and acknowledging that architec-
tural  preservation must protect not only the iconic building, or unique urban 
center, it must also protect the historical continuity of the “grain of towns and 
 villages” (Preschez, quoted by Loews 1998:35).

In the second half of the twentieth century, Western definitions in preserva-
tion matters have also been tested by burgeoning autonomy movements in 
previous colonies, seeking cultural and religious identity as a foundation for 
political independence. Many developing countries are faced with the difficult 
task of absorbing years of Western colonialism into their own cultural and 
religious narrative. For these nations, preservation choices come to define the 
independent country as a culture, a nation, a people; they illustrate an uncom-
fortable relationship with an architectural heritage whose preservation may 
be interpreted as glorifying the remnants of efforts to undermine national 
identity and substitute Western ways.

This “political correctness” is not the only factor for decision makers to 
consider: preservation is costly, and in a context of dramatic population 
growth, high unemployment, and economic struggle, preservation concerns 
are not first and foremost. Developing countries often face dilapidated tradi-
tional urban centers, a significant deficit of affordable housing, and economic 
systems that have left many behind; preservation may be seen as a luxury, and 
making the case for the preservation of a recent, perhaps controversial patri-
mony is not easy when the more culturally and religiously familiar landscape is 
slowly deteriorating.

Does this mean that colonial heritage should be disregarded? Absolutely 
not, doing so would negate the impact of decades/centuries of a presence that 
left its mark in the cultural identity of those who imposed it and those who 
were subjected to it. But it does mean that the same physical object, faced 
with similar engineering challenges, may be preserved with dramatically 
 different timelines and scope. Because preservation architecture is not just 
about the “box” as a physical object; it is about where the box stands, who 
built the box and for whom, and what the box represents.

Continuum of Architectural Preservation 
Interventions

Out of these debates and later discussions about appropriate ways to preserve 
buildings and other cultural resources, a continuum on interventions or treat-
ment has been developed from the most conservative to the most radical. 
John H. Stubbs has laid out such a continuum that begins with the Ruskinian 
approach of leaving “as is” or doing nothing (Stubbs 2009:214). Beyond this 
minimalism he identifies seven treatments, with each increasing the degree of 
physical intervention.

The first four actual interventions are about preserving the existing struc-
ture. They include conservation in the sense of preserving as much building 
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fabric as possible, preventive conservation to retard deterioration and prevent 
damage, maintenance, and for consolidation or stabilization of the entire 
building.

The remaining more invasive treatments are restoration, rehabilitation or 
renovation, reconstruction, relocation, and replication. As we have discussed, 
restoration returns a building, site, or work of art to an appearance it had at 
an earlier time. Rehabilitation makes efficient contemporary use of a prop-
erty possible once again; reconstruction is the reassembly of a partially or 
completely collapsed structure on its original site using most if not all of its 
original materials. These are followed by relocation when the only way to save 
an old building is to move it and replication which entails making a copy of a 
vanished building.

However, the following principles should be followed in applying any 
 intervention:

careful recording and research; ●

minimum alteration of historic fabrics; ●

minimal risk of significant loss, damage or uncertainty in performance;  ●

through intervention, selection of materials or through caliber of operatives;
reversibility of interventions; ●

retention of maximum of the original structure; ●

distinctive or distinguishable use of new and of additional material  ●

 culture;
respect for the quality of place; ●

preference for original materials and workmanship; ●

longevity of the finished work. (Warren 1996:39) ●

Buildings as Dynamic Entities and Moving 
Through Time

Most people think about buildings as pretty solid immovable objects – the 
essence of permanence. As we have suggested, as a preservationist you need 
to think differently and conceive of buildings constantly changing over time 
in two ways. Being intentionally anthropomorphic, buildings have lives and 
your job is to extend their life without cutting off future options. One way to 
think about this dynamism is in the abstract notion of buildings moving 
through time. The second way is in the more literal sense: the building as a 
structural system made up of different elements, interacting and deteriorating 
at different rates.

Let us start with second approach: buildings as dynamic systems. In his 
book, How Buildings Learn, Stewart Brand argues that “building” has a dou-
ble reality, meaning “both ‘the action of the verb BUILD’ and ‘that which is 
built’ . . . both the action and the result.” A building is always building and 
rebuilding, according to Brand. He cites a Pueblo architectural historian who 
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describes her culture and home village as “flow, continual flow, continual 
change, continual transformation” (Brand 1994:2).

Brand suggests that a building should be thought of in layers. He quotes a 
British architect, Frank Duffy, arguing that “there isn’t such a thing as building.” 
Rather, he sees a building “as several layers of longevity of built components” 
(Brand 1994:12). Brand sees six layers (“six S’s”): site, structure, skin, services, 
space plan, and stuff. All of these layers interact with each other and change 
over time.

The most permanent and long lasting is the site. Duffy said the site is eternal. 
(This is relative; people who built houses on Los Angeles landslides or the 
flooded areas of the Mississippi flood plain would disagree.) The site includes 
legally defined lots. The next layer is structure, which includes foundations 
and load-bearing elements.

Structure is the building and can last from 30 to 300 years. Structure defines 
how buildings stand up, and historically the demand on buildings has been to 
be taller and stronger.

Although preservationists have tended to focus on the exterior of building, 
it is important to realize that the more important things happened in the evo-
lution of the interior structural systems. Any preservation intervention must 
understand and respect the historic structural system – it is an elemental aspect 
of integrity.

Buildings are held up by either of two basic systems. The outside walls hold 
up floors – this is called the bearing walls system – or an internal framing 
 system holds up the building. Over time, the increased demands on buildings 
have resulted in strengthened and larger framing systems. Underlying the 
 evolution of styles is an evolution of structural systems. The timber frame in 
colonial two-story houses is the direct ancestor of the steel frame holding up 
the Chrysler building. In between is the invention of steel and a lot of engi-
neering progress. The bearing wall system had one definitive limitation on 
how high it could go. Because the walls hold the load, as a building gets taller, 
the walls of the lower floor floors must get thicker. The other structural stress 
on a masonry wall, including brick, is the number of openings (window and 
doors) that can be put in it. Too many openings weaken the wall and the 
building. In the era before electric lighting, the builder’s dilemma was balanc-
ing the need for windows against wall strength. Bearing wall buildings cap out 
at 16 stories with Chicago’s 1892 Monadnock Building.

Framing has a more complicated history. Something called “balloon” framing 
was invented in Chicago in the 1820s. Using light dimensional lumber (2×4s) 
in combination, it is the originator of what we call “stick” construction today, seen 
in new wooden buildings. The great advantage of balloon framing, in addition to 
lower cost, is that it freed construction, especially houses, from the  limitation of the 
small box of the heavy timber frame construction. Buildings could be shaped in a 
variety of ways, making possible the asymmetrical towers and extensions of 
Romantic Victorian houses. The invention of the balloon frame made many of the 
Victorian styles possible – San Francisco is a balloon frame city.
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The transition to steel framing is more complicated. As larger and stronger 
buildings were required, builders introduced metal supports, starting with 
cast iron. Builders mixed bearing wall systems with iron supports and decora-
tion. The full steel frame did not appear until the 1880s. Almost any commer-
cial or industrial building built from the 1830s to the 1870s is some sort of 
hybrid, reflecting builders’ experiments with ways of strengthening their 
structures.

Exterior surfaces are the skin and they now change every 20 years or so. The 
role of skin is to seal the building. Exterior surfaces have been changing more 
rapidly in the past half-century. Indeed a major preservation issue has been 
the covering and replacement of historic skin such as wood clapboards with 
aluminum and vinyl siding.

Services are what Brand calls the “working guts of a building”: communications 
wiring, electrical wiring, plumbing, heating, ventilating, and air conditioning. 
They wear out or become obsolete every 7 to 15 years. Services are perhaps 
the most important aspect of building preservation. If the best way to  preserve 
a building is to maintain it in continued use, the quality of the services is more 
important than the physical condition of a building. The key and challenge to 
adaptive use is how to incorporate modern services into a building without 
compromising its historic character.

The interior layout – where walls, ceilings, floors, and doors go – is the space 
plan. Commercial space can change every few years while residential space can 
change much more slowly. The biggest conflict in adaptive use is preserving 
the integrity of the interior layout for a contemporary use.

All the movable things like furniture, appliances, pictures is stuff. The 
architectural preservationist’s primary attention is to site, structure, services, 
and plan.

It is important to think of buildings in these layers for several reasons. First, 
these layers interact over time and while services determine how well a building 
functions, change is both absolute and relative. For example, an 1890 building 
might be structurally sound, but functionally obsolete because of out-of-date 
mechanical, electrical, and plumbing systems.

A building’s structural condition determines how well it will last and what can 
be done to it. Structural strength starts from the bottom, from the foundation 
up to framing to walls, to covering to roof. The structural characteristics of a 
building are a fundamental part of its integrity. So you start preservation from 
the inside out.

The second aspect of an historic building’s dynamics is moving through 
time. What this means is that any building is the product of its whole history – it 
has changed over time. This idea has been expressed as “[a] building does not 
represent just its current state, it is part of a longer time continuum. Buildings 
as they exist today, whether new or old, are links between what came before 
and what will come in the future” (Tyler et al. 2009:104).

In other words, though a building has stayed in one place, it has experi-
enced changes as new demands have been made on it by its occupants, as 
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building technologies have changed, as architectural styles and fashions have 
changed. So for example, a building from 1800 may have been built in the 
Federal architectural style, had a Greek Revival porch added in the 1820s, 
Italianate brackets in the 1850s, a Second Empire mansard roof in the 1870s, 
and a Queen Anne corner tower in the 1890s. (This is a real building in 
Delaware!) At the same time, internally, it contains remnants of a progression 
of several heating systems, starting with original fireplaces, gas stoves in the 
1850s when fireplaces were closed, coal-fired central heating in the 1890s, 
and an oil-fired burner in the 1950s. The house was modernized in other 
ways, with indoor plumbing and toilets, gas lighting changed to electric, new 
kitchens, and so on. From your research you may conclude that each 
change reflects a significant aspect of its history and is an important part of the 
building’s story. Your preservation decision may then be that it should all be 
preserved.

If you decide that everything about the house is significant and should be 
preserved, this view reflects a particular form of treatment. This treatment has 
been called “preservation” by the Secretary of the US Department of the 
Interior.

Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the 
Treatment of Historic Buildings

Through his department’s National Park Service, the US Secretary of the 
Interior has defined four types of preservation treatment in what is called 
“The Secretary’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties.” They 
are preservation, rehabilitation, restoration, and reconstruction. Although it 
may be true, as the National Park Service asserts, that “the four treatments 
constitute a clear hierarchical framework,” the treatment rehabilitation 
was established in 1965 and the other three added in 1995. The following 
definitions come from Weeks (1996:33).

The treatment “preservation” is defined as the act or process of applying 
measures necessary to sustain the existing form, integrity, and materials of an 
historic property. Work, including preliminary measures to protect and stabi-
lize the property, generally focuses upon the ongoing maintenance and repair 
of historic materials and features rather than extensive replacement and new 
construction.

The standards for preservation are:

Use the property as it was used historically or find a new use that maximizes  ●

retention of distinctive features.
Preserve the historic character (continuum of property’s history). ●

Stabilize, consolidate, and conserve existing historic materials. ●

Replace minimum amount of fabric necessary and in kind (match  ●

 materials).
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“Rehabilitation” emphasizes the retention and repair of historic materials, 
but more latitude is provided for replacement because it is assumed the prop-
erty is deteriorated prior to work. In other words, it “preserves those portions 
or features that convey the structure’s historical, cultural, or architectural 
 values while making compatible use of property possible. Because the approach 
involves the freedom to assign a new use to the historic property, it is also 
referred to as adaptive reuse” (Tyler 2009:197).

The standards for rehabilitation are:

Use the property as it was used historically or find a new use that requires  ●

minimal change to distinctive features.
Preserve the historic character (continuum of property’s history). ●

Do not make changes that falsify the historical development. ●

Repair deteriorated historic materials and features. Replace a severely deterio- ●

rated feature, using to the greatest extent possible, matching new materials.
New additions and alterations should not destroy historic materials or  ●

character. New work should be visually compatible with the old, yet be 
differentiated from it, e.g., the form, features, and detailing of the historic 
building should not be replicated in the new work.

As has been discussed, “restoration” focuses on the retention of materials 
from the most significant time in a property’s history, while permitting removal 
of materials from other periods. The standards are:

Use the property as it was historically or find a new use that reflects the  ●

property’s restoration period.
Remove features from other periods, but document them first. ●

Stabilize, consolidate, and conserve features from the restoration period. ●

Replace a severely deteriorated feature from the restoration period with a  ●

matching feature (limited substitute materials may be used).
Replace missing features from the restoration period based on documenta- ●

tion and physical evidence. Do not make changes that mix periods and falsify 
history to create a “hybrid” building.
Do not execute a design that was never built. ●

“Reconstruction,” the final treatment option, establishes limited opportu-
nities to re-create a non-surviving site, landscape, building, structure, or object 
in all new materials. The standards are:

Do not reconstruct vanished portions of a property unless the reconstruction  ●

is essential to the public understanding.
Reconstruct to one period of significance based on documentary and physical  ●

evidence.
Precede reconstruction with thorough archaeological investigation. ●

Preserve any remaining historic features. ●
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Re-create the appearance of the property (substitute materials may be  ●

used).
Identify the reconstructed property as a contemporary re-creation. ●

Do not execute a design that was never built. ●

Although the Secretary’s Standards suggest that there will be an overall 
treatment for a building, the treatments are interrelated. For example, one 
could “restore” missing features in a building that is being “rehabilitated.” 
This means that if there is sufficient historic documentation on what was there 
originally, a decorative lighting fixture might be replicated or a missing porch 
rebuilt.

While the Secretary of the Interior lists the treatments in the sequence of 
preservation, rehabilitation, restoration, and reconstruction, we suggest that 
it is better to think of them in the order of preservation, then restoration, then 
rehabilitation, and finally, but not often, reconstruction.

We do so because this sequence more closely reflects the order in which 
you evaluate and plan the preservation of buildings. Preservation planning 
generally has four steps: identification of buildings to be considered; evalua-
tion to decide what is most significant about them and whether they should 
be preserved; selecting the most significant ones; and finally deciding how to 
preserve them – i.e., what their treatment should be.

Identifying Character-Defining Features

A central, and early, task in the development of any preservation plan for a 
building is to identify the most significant architectural features. These are 
called the building’s “character-defining features.”

Character-defining features are those distinctive features and visual charac-
teristics that make up a building’s appearance. They are the building’s visual 
signature. They include shape and massing, materials, architectural elements, 
craftsmanship, decorative details, interior spaces, and features and character-
istics of its site. These are the features that define a building’s integrity and 
preserving them is the goal of a preservation plan. The integrity of a building 
is the degree to which it has retained these features from the time of 
 construction or its period of significance. A preservation assessment is an 
 evaluation of their  condition. A treatment plan is the combination of treat-
ments – preservation, rehabilitation, restoration, and reconstruction – neces-
sary to preserve and enhance a building’s character-defining features and 
hence integrity. Where adaptive use is the goal, the preservation treatment 
plan is also about how these features can be retained while making the build-
ing work functionally.

Before spending a lot of time researching a building, it is essential to get a 
handle on its character-defining features – to do a visual analysis. Identifying 
character-defining features is not an analysis of style. It is more basic evaluation 
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of visual characteristics. While it is a method for evaluating and characterizing 
the building, it is also a process of becoming intimately familiar with it, of 
absorbing the building. The most widely used approach for identifying visual 
character was developed by Lee H. Nelson (1998). Out of your evaluation of 
character-defining features will come a set of priorities – which features are the 
most important to preserve. In setting your priorities, a critical question is: 
when does the building lose its integrity as you remove or modify significant 
character-defining features? Out of these priorities will come treatment zones 
for the property.

Determining character-defining features is not a checklist process; it involves 
learning and absorbing the building. The Nelson method takes a three-step 
approach in identifying architectural character. In each step your process is to 
look, identify, evaluate, and conclude. He wants you to act like a zoom lens. 
In the first step you look at the building from a distance to identify overall 
exterior characteristics such as form and shape. You also look at the site in this 
step. Then in Step 2, you zoom in to “arm’s length” to identify things like 
materials, craftsmanship, and architectural details. Finally, in Step 3 you go 
inside. Here you also move from the general to the details.

We can’t overemphasize how important it is to take your time. Also, take 
your digital camera and take lots of pictures. This is important; with digital 
technology you can review your pictures and not rely on your memory. You 
can use the imagery to seek the views of your colleagues, and finally, it provides 
essential documentation.

In collecting images, consider that there isn’t just one building but hundreds, 
since you see something different from wherever you stand.

You should stand at a distance where you can see the whole building, and 
then walk around it and see how the building “changes” as your perspective 
changes. Pick points on this circular walk at which the distinguishing 
 characteristics of the building are most revealed, and capture images from 
these points.

Then walk in toward the building and see what comes into focus as you get 
closer. This is not only a matter of discovering small physical features; many 
architects intended that viewers would experience the building differently as 
they approached it.

Since a building’s interior is a series of rooms, one doesn’t experience it as 
a whole as when looking at a floor plan. It is essential to walk through each 
room but be aware of how they are related. They may be related spatially to 
the activities that occur in the building or they may be related in a hierarchy 
of decorative detail from the fanciest to the plainest.

Things to look at in each step are:

Step 1. Looking at the building from a distance
a. Shape/form
b. Roof and roof features
c. Openings – windows and doors
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d. Projections and recesses such a porches and arcades
 e. Trim and secondary features
  f. Building site

Step 2. Looking at the building close up
 a. The building’s specific materials
b. Craft details
 c. Any transformations in perspective that occur as you move closer

Step 3. Looking inside the building
 a. Individual spaces
b. Related spaces
 c. Interior features
d. Surface materials and spaces
 e. Concealed spaces: attics, crawl spaces

Preservation Treatment Plan

A preservation treatment plan for a property establishes an overall preservation 
philosophy and treatment hierarchy. The preservation philosophy is the overall 
treatment approach to the property. Based on this philosophy, the plan is 
organized around a hierarchy of preservation treatment zones. These zones 
range from areas of high preservation priority, with extensive significant historic 
fabric of high integrity, to zones of low priority with little significance or 
integrity. Based on architectural and historical significance, and the physical 
condition of elements in the zone, you can establish an appropriate overall 
treatment or combination of treatments.

The preservation treatment plan must also strike a balance between retaining 
original building features and updating building systems, accommodating life 
safety and security needs, and complying with accessibility requirements.

Architectural preservation professionals practice architecture and engineer-
ing as do their colleagues in new construction; they just have a different 
 perspective, and apply problem-solving methods in a more multidisciplinary 
way. The successful preservation intervention is the one that emphasizes team 
problem-solving, not individual effort.

The physical components of buildings have functioned as interactive assem-
blies over the lifetime of the structure. Architectural preservation interven-
tions must take this into consideration with a multidisciplinary process of 
information gathering, condition assessment, and diagnostics. This team 
approach should then be applied to the determination of the criteria that will 
guide the preservation approach and to the determination of which treatment 
options best address the range of criteria and project goals. It must also be 
maintained in the construction phase: when dealing with existing structures, 
uncovering unexpected concealed conditions is a common occurrence. 
Sustained communication between the design professionals, client/owner, 
and contractor(s) will allow the team to proactively address these issues and 
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minimize any negative ramifications on the building, the preservation work, 
or the project schedule and budget.

In practice, preservation treatment plans usually establish three preservation 
zones. We will describe these zones and then go back to look at organization 
of the larger treatment plan and the tasks necessary to complete it.

Preservation zones are based on architectural and historical significance and 
the integrity of historic fabric. Other factors that influence preservation priority 
and level of treatment may be the degree to which features are in spaces acces-
sible to visitors or the public (versus private or support areas), as well as their 
proximity to the most significant character-defining features. Each zone will be 
assigned a particular level of treatment.

Level One Zones include areas of significant historic fabric with a high degree 
of architectural design and finish, which have been preserved or restored 
through the building’s life. Following the Secretary of the Interior’s terminol-
ogy, Level One Zones are usually accorded “Preservation” or “Restoration” 
treatment.

Level Two Zones include areas of historic fabric with a lesser degree of archi-
tectural, cultural, or historic significance. Level Two Zones often have close 
spatial relationships to areas of Level One significance.

Treatments at Level Two Zones typically follow the Secretary of the 
Interior’s “Rehabilitation” standard, with restoration treatments combined 
with strategic alterations and additions where required by interior renovations 
and new programming demands.

Level Three Zones include areas of non-historic fabric, or fabric with a relatively 
low degree of significance, that have little or no spatial relationship with areas 
of Level One significance.

Treatments at Level Three Zones can be consistent with the “Rehabilitation” 
standards while including new construction to accommodate building system 
upgrades and new programming demands.

What this means for our “box” is a sequential process including investigation, 
diagnosis, formulation of treatment plan/interventions, and implementation. 
The general steps for developing a treatment plan are:

1 Description and identification of character-defining features
2 Historical analysis, context, and chronology of construction
3 Description and diagnosis of existing conditions
4 Development of treatment alternatives
5 Establishment of preservation philosophy, preservation hierarchy, and zones
6 Financial planning
7 Implementation.

These steps are also a process for learning about a property. For that reason we 
have put the description and identification of character-defining features as 
the first step – actually getting on intimate terms with the building. Many 
guides on developing a treatment plan make the first step an historical analysis 
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and chronology of construction. We do not, because as we are dealing with a 
broader range of vernacular or culturally unique buildings and structures, we 
are often working with historic buildings with no “history.” These buildings 
have little in the written record except perhaps a record of title and an outline 
on a map. You have to treat these buildings as their own bundle of clues that 
will help tie them to other sources. When histories have been written they are 
often wrong. Our basic axiom when analyzing properties is “trust the build-
ing.” This is especially true when evaluating integrity. While buildings may fall 
into categories, each one usually has its own internal consistency and quirks – 
you want the building to talk to you.

In more detail the steps are as follows.

1 Description and identification 
of character-defining features

This process was described in the Identifying Character-Defining Features 
section above.

2 Historical analysis, context, and chronology 
of construction

This will allow you to establish the physical and historical context of the build-
ing, and provide an overall view of the sequences of changes to significant 
architectural features. This “background information” is typically gathered 
from three sources: documentary review and research, preliminary field 
 observations, and input from people familiar with the building history or 
 currently occupying it. This information can be used to refine the description 
of character-defining features as well as level of significance and period of 
interpretation.

Documentary review provides information about the building that is not 
available through direct observation. It allows us to view the building in a 
continuum, and interpret field observations through the lens of past 
 behavior and interventions. This will help identify areas that require more 
in-depth investigations, and sets up parameters from which to extrapolate 
the future behavior of the building’s components. Documentary resources 
are diverse: original architectural and engineering plans and construction 
records, historic photographs, renderings, postcards, and historic maps first 
come to mind. There are also bibliographical resources: written accounts, 
newspaper articles about the building, trade publications about building 
crafts at the time of construction or later interventions, manufacturer’s pro-
motional material, or more generic material such as books about building 
construction, construction materials, and the evolution of engineering. 
Finally there are more general databanks, not directly related to the build-
ing itself, but providing important contextual information: climate data 
and charts, geological maps, and environmental information. Advances in 
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electronic documentation have vastly expanded document databases; the 
information must be prioritized, based initially on relevance, followed by 
availability, then reliability (low-priority resources should still be recorded 
for potential future use). Whatever the resource, it is important to keep an 
open mind about where relevant information might come from: contractor 
bankruptcy records 20 years after building construction can provide 
input on client lists and ongoing work; pictures of people fleeing flooded 
homes will provide important information on the extent/duration of high 
water.

Based on the documentary research, you will have established a general 
sense of the building’s historic background and physical evolution. This, 
combined with field observations, will allow the team to develop tentative 
assumptions about ongoing mechanisms affecting the structure, and to iden-
tify areas that will require closer investigation, including more costly probes 
and testing.

Background information and observation provide a compelling, but 
 limited picture. Field observation occurs during a set period of time, when all 
relevant environmental conditions may not be present, and changes in con-
ditions may not be clearly apparent. A broader view will be provided by 
interviews with present and past occupants, as well as a review of building 
maintenance records and discussions with facilities managers and mainte-
nance personnel. Their daily familiarity with the building will shed light on 
ongoing problems that may not have been evident in documentary records 
or on the day(s) of the observation, as well as non-physical factors such as 
economic constraints that may affect occupancy, systems use, or routine 
maintenance.

3 Description, analysis, and diagnosis 
of existing conditions

The background information you have gathered must be coupled with sys-
tematic observation of current conditions. This analytical process will connect 
existing conditions, ongoing deterioration mechanisms, and history of the 
building to formulate a diagnosis as to what factors have enabled the observed 
conditions, and which must be mitigated. A technical diagnosis will address 
the physical condition of the materials, structures, and systems comprising the 
building; an operational diagnosis will review uses, functional needs, and code 
and life safety requirements.

Observation should be methodical, and thoroughly documented in writ-
ten, graphic, and photographic form, not only for record purposes, but also 
for those of future monitoring and comparison. It should progress from the 
broad, overall context to specific areas of deterioration. If we go back to our 
box, this means first looking closely at all exterior surfaces: walls, roof, windows, 
surrounding site work (sidewalks, walkways, landscaping). This will be fol-
lowed by observation of all interior surfaces, included concealed areas such as 
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non-accessible attic or crawl spaces. Finally, building systems operations must 
be reviewed.

The next step would be to revisit specific areas of deterioration, water entry 
at a window for example, or significant cracks in the exterior masonry, or a 
pattern of water staining in a ceiling. This secondary observation can be as 
simple as detailed survey and documentation, or include selective disassembly 
and probing to expose concealed conditions. There are also new techniques 
for non-destructive investigations – such as impulse radar, metal detection, 
infrared imaging, etc. – that allow us to look “beneath the skin” and add a 
valuable layer of information to the documentary and visual observation find-
ings, effectively focusing the more intrusive probes.

With observational data thoroughly documented, the diagnosis process 
can begin. The process is iterative; it overlays lenses and revisits the findings 
in one area to inform and review conclusions in another, progressively 
building a full picture that goes beyond observed conditions to include 
timeline, environmental conditions, successive construction campaigns, 
cosmetic fixes concealing more serious problems, maintenance operation, 
extent of building use, etc. Simple buildings can be deceptively complex; seek-
ing a second opinion or comparing notes with other studies/colleagues will 
help avoid mistakes. This technical overview must be paralleled by a pro-
grammatic analysis: what are the existing/proposed uses for the building, 
what are their spatial requirements, are there any adjacency stipulations, 
should a growth factor be incorporated? Building use and occupancy affect 
plan layout, exterior envelope, and building systems; they also set the basic 
parameters for barrier-free and life safety code analysis. These operational 
considerations can significantly impact project budgets and may result in a 
“no-go” decision for a project within an otherwise technically straightforward 
intervention.

It is important to remember that this multifaceted complexity is reflected 
in the end result of the diagnosis process: hypotheses, not conclusions. 
In older buildings, problems are rarely directly connected to one condi-
tion; they are typically the result of multiple factors, some which may 
remain unknown during the diagnosis phase. Should timing and funding 
allow (and if it is not an emergency stabilization), it is always preferable to 
conduct additional investigations to confirm the diagnosis prior to imple-
menting the work. These can include periodic monitoring and recording 
of conditions over time, testing, or implementation of a prototype inter-
vention (a more costly option up front). The reality is that these additional 
investigations are rarely included in project budgets, and may be viewed as 
“luxuries” that few projects can afford. However, it is important that all 
stakeholders in the preservation project understand that this up-front 
investment will effectively manage the expectations for the interven-
tion, help avoid unnecessary measures or inappropriate treatments that 
might aggravate the deterioration, and ensure the efficient use of limited 
 financial resources.
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4 Establishment of preservation philosophy, 
preservation hierarchy, and zones

Having developed hypotheses as to what mechanisms are causing the existing 
conditions, it is now time to decide what to do about them.

Treatment recommendations are based on tangible and intangible criteria. 
Tangible criteria include the physical conditions encountered in the investiga-
tion and diagnosis phases, the available budget, and the impact of the treatment 
on current building occupancy and use. Intangible criteria include the historic 
significance of the building, its place within a community’s memory, overall 
social and economic conditions in the community, and the impact of broader 
initiatives (urban renewal, regional planning, transit development, etc.).

Technical (structure, materials, code compliance, building systems) and 
non-technical factors (financing, building use during and after intervention, 
owner input) are standard in new construction; what makes preservation 
interventions more complex are the additional technical difficulties related to 
restricted access, building code compliance, construction cost premiums, and – 
most significantly – the philosophical issues of historic significance, compli-
ance with preservation standards, and retention of historic fabric, which will 
guide the selection of the “appropriate” treatment. This means that any tech-
nical solution must be reviewed through the lens of a preservation philosophy 
based on historic background and significance. Preliminary research will have 
established a hierarchy of significance and treatments, ranging from preserva-
tion or restoration of critical components that are key to the interpretation of 
the historic resource, to rehabilitation or renovation interventions, suitable 
for the treatment of features that have already been extensively modified, or 
for “back-of-house” areas that are less critical to preserving visual integrity.

5 Development of treatment alternatives

Throughout the process, the governing objective of any architectural preserva-
tion intervention should be to conserve and preserve historic fabric to the great-
est extent possible and provide accurate interpretation to those who will 
experience it, be they owners, visitors, or users. It also means that the preserva-
tion philosophy must take into account the reality of existing conditions, as well 
as what will be necessary to ensure that the building endures not just as a phys-
ical “mothballed” assembly, but as a viable participant in the community. With 
so many factors at play, informed compromise is critical: a building can only be 
truly preserved if the intervention (preservation, restoration, or rehabilitation) 
results in sustainable, and sustained, use.

Treatment recommendations must cover all the components of the building 
assembly: exterior envelope, structure, interior finishes, building systems, and 
code and life safety requirements; they can range from restoration/conservation 
treatments to guidelines for new construction required for adaptive use. 
Depending on the structure, recommended treatments can range from nothing 
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(no intervention is necessary, or not enough is known to effectively remediate 
at this time) to more or less complex technical interventions to restore the 
building’s basic functions or enhance aspects of its performance (foundation 
stabilization, drainage, structural reinforcements, window restoration, finish 
conservation). Treatments can also include adaptive use, the incorporation of a 
new architectural program into an existing building configuration. This last 
option requires a more nuanced intervention, balancing retention of historic 
fabric and character, remediation of identified failure mechanisms, new pro-
grammatic requirements, and modern building performance expectations. 
It often results in atypical applications of available technology and materials, and 
innovative interpretations of what are the truly character-defining features.

The treatment recommendations become the blueprint for the building owner, 
a starting point for financial planning, capitol improvement scheduling, and 
long-term stewardship. Over the long term, the findings of the treatment plan 
should be periodically reviewed against any new documentary findings or physi-
cal evidence that may come to light, improving understanding of the building.

6 Financial planning

The cost impact of the recommended treatments is determined with a construc-
tion cost estimate. The estimate is informed by the design team’s prior experi-
ence with similar historic buildings, by cost information data for completed 
work, and by cost studies and cost estimates for projects with similar programs/
uses. It should be based on prevalent preservation and construction costs and 
unit prices at the time of the completion of the treatment plan.

The cost estimate must assume execution of the work by specialized  construction 
trades and include adjustments for the size of the project, the complexity of the 
work, and the condition and complexity of the historic fabric, often resulting in 
additional trade coordination costs. This represents a cost premium that would 
not be included in a typical new construction budget, which is why it is impor-
tant that the cost estimator have prior experience in preservation interventions.

The cost estimate should also include a significant contingency, from 10 to 
20 percent, to allow for additional work that may be required when unfore-
seen, concealed conditions are discovered during the construction phase. This 
is the most prudent way to ensure not only that the work is done correctly, 
but that the owner’s budget and expectations are realistic.

The project team must then sift through all of the above to come to a 
 collaborative compromise that balances preservation concerns, technical 
imperatives, cost effectiveness, and timeline.

7 Implementation

Implementation of the treatment plan starts with the design documents. The 
recommended treatments must be translated into bid documents whose 
standard formats were developed for new construction, not the intricate and 
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unconventional needs of existing buildings. A successful bid document will 
incorporate extensive quality control mechanisms, from limited selective 
 disassembly to confirm the hypotheses made in the diagnosis phase, to exten-
sive use of mock-ups to ensure quality of craftsmanship, to pre-selection of 
contractors that have a proven record of interventions on historic properties. 
It will also include allowances and unit prices for additional work related to 
unforeseen conditions, which may or may not be used in full by the end of 
the project.

With the treatment complete, our “box” is now safe, secured for the fore-
seeable future, preserved in the appropriate manner, following all the appro-
priate standards and guidelines … or is it? Implementing the architectural 
preservation intervention is a costly, time-consuming endeavor, but it cannot 
be the end goal. As new and old interventions cohabitate and settle into a new 
state of equilibrium, the building will continue its time travel, it will endure, 
be used, age some more. If proper precautions aren’t taken, deterioration can 
occur once again. So how can you guarantee the best return on your investment? 
Two ways: safeguard it – and share it.

To safeguard the work, it will be critical to observe and monitor the behavior 
of all components of the “box”; this will allow you to judge the efficacy of the 
treatments, keep a record of lessons learned, and prepare for future work 
that will inevitably be required as materials and systems reach their life 
 performance limits. This monitoring can be as simple as regular observation 
during routine maintenance, or it can include moisture sensors for early leak 
detections or incorporating sophisticated monitoring systems, linked to building 
management software to provide tracking and preventive warning.

Parallel with monitoring, a well-designed routine maintenance plan must be 
implemented. Routine inspection, cleaning, and maintenance operations are 
the low-glamour/high-impact backbone of architectural preservation. Just as 
you maintain your vehicle or get regular medical check-ups, the “box” should 
be regularly inspected. Keeping gutters clean, protecting your roofing, check-
ing downspouts, and ensuring windows are functional and sealed will keep 
moisture out, and increase the life expectancy of structure and finishes. Using 
the appropriate cleaning products will ensure that new coatings are not acci-
dentally damaged. And spotting any leaks, spills, or impact damages will allow 
quick interventions and avoid the more costly repairs that extended damages 
could cause. The maintenance plan should also include a “Stop/Don’t touch” 
section. Preservation interventions may include specialized treatments of 
unique features (decorative paint, fine arts conservation, steel corrosion 
 mitigation); should damages to these features be noted, then the best approach 
is to do nothing and call the specialty contractor who did the work, whose 
contact information should be included. Properly designed treatment docu-
ments would include an extended warranty, so chances are that remedial costs 
will be minimal; even if the warranty is expired, there is typically too high a risk 
of damage to significant fabric to go with an “in-house” remedy.
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Finally, sharing the work optimizes the investment in the intervention 
through advocacy. Many architectural preservation interventions are done for 
public institutions, large and small. Whether for- or non-profits, large or small, 
these institutions have a responsibility to educate the community on the value 
of the resource, or show those aware of it how they might emulate the work 
on a wide variety of scales. Successful architectural preservation can demon-
strate responsible stewardship of our built heritage, financial accountability, 
and leadership in sustainable design, providing owners and operators a proven 
return on investment. Interpretive planning through documentaries, exhibits, 
tours, public programs and demonstration activities, and recorded interviews 
with all participants (owner, designers, contractors and craftspeople, volun-
teers) can engage the local community and schoolchildren as active partici-
pants in the fate of their built environment, and promote the benefits of 
sustainable interventions through small- and large-scale demonstrations.

Preservation architecture is not just about preserving the past; it is about 
shaping the future, and promoting the living dimension of the “box”, its charac-
ter, and the traditional skills, crafts, and handicrafts that shaped it.

References

Brand, Stewart
1994 How Buildings Learn: What Happens After They Are Built. New York: 

Penguin.
Fitch, James Marston

1982 Historic Preservation: Curatorial Management of the Built World. New 
York: McGraw-Hill.

Lanier, Gabrielle M., and Bernard L. Herman
1997 Everyday Architecture of the Mid-Atlantic. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins 

University Press.
Loew, Sebastian

1998 Architecture in Historic Cities: Policy, Planning, and Building in 
Contemporary France. London: Routledge.

Nelson, Lee H.
n.d. Architectural Character: Identifying the Visual Aspects of Historic Buildings 

as an Aid to Preserving Their Character. At http://www.nps.gov/history/hps/
tps/briefs/brief17.htm (accessed Oct. 19, 2010).

Stubbs, John H.
2009 Time Honored: A Global View of Architectural Conservation. New York: 

John Wiley & Sons.
Tyler, Norman, Ted J. Ligibel, and Ilene R. Tyler

2009 Historic Preservation: An Introduction to its History, Principles and 
Practice. 2nd edition. New York: W. W. Norton.

Weeks, Kay D.
1996 “Historic Preservation Treatment: Toward a Common Language,” 

Cultural Resource Management 19(1): 32–35.

King_c02.indd   53King_c02.indd   53 2/4/2011   6:47:17 PM2/4/2011   6:47:17 PM



A Companion to Cultural Resource Management, First Edition. Edited by Thomas F. King.
© 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd. Published 2011 by Blackwell Publishing Ltd.

CHAPTER 1 Archaeology of the 
Distant Past

Michael J. Moratto

CHAPTER 3

Practitioners of cultural resource management (CRM) often distinguish 
between “prehistoric” and “historical” archaeology (cf. King, Chapter 4, this 
volume). The past, however, is not always as neatly divisible as these terms 
suggest. Although “prehistoric” ideally refers only to the era before the advent 
of written records, in reality the prehistoric-to-historic transition occurred at 
different times in various regions and often spanned many centuries. While 
formal writing systems emerged in Mesopotamia and Egypt as early as 3100–
3000 BC, and in the Indus Valley by 2600 BC and China by 1500 BC, writing 
did not appear in Mesoamerica until 900 BC and never arose independently 
elsewhere in the Americas, Oceania, Australia, or sub-Saharan Africa (Andrews 
1995; Martínez 2006; Gowlett 1993); in such places cultures remained prehis-
toric until the arrival of literate foreigners.

Different conditions exist at the far end of prehistory. There the concerns 
are with human origins, the earliest tool making, and what constitutes evidence 
for cultural behavior. Stone artifacts from Gona, Ethiopia, evidently are 2.6 to 
2.5 million years old (Semaw 2000; Semaw et al. 1997). Farther back in time 
the archaeological record vanishes, so the traces of our earlier ancestors lie 
only in the domains of human paleontology and paleoanthropology (Feder 
and Park 1997; White et al. 2009). To the extent that artifacts signal learned 
behavior, we can say that cultural resources first appeared some 2.6 million 
years ago (mya) in Africa and later elsewhere: perhaps 1.8 mya in Malaysia; 
900 thousand years ago (kya) in Europe; 120 kya in Japan; >50 kya in Australia; 
<20 kya in the Americas; and just a few kya in much of Oceania.

The opening and closing dates for the prehistoric era thus vary greatly when 
viewed globally. In this chapter, “prehistoric” denotes not a specific time span 
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but rather cultures and resources that are undocumented, i.e., not elucidated 
by contemporary written records.

Problems with “Prehistoric”

Although useful in many contexts, the term “prehistoric” is not without flaws. 
For one thing, archaeological records of the long intervals during which 
 writing evolved are neither prehistoric nor fully historical. The adjective “pro-
tohistoric” may apply to periods when, despite the presence of writing, only a 
small fraction of the cultural behavior was documented. The lens of early 
 history was often myopic, particularly when the views were recorded by out-
siders. While economic practices, architecture, and military ventures might 
have been described in detail, other realms (e.g., kinship structure, women’s 
activities, and folklore) often were overlooked. So even though written 
accounts may be extensive, much of the culture may lie beyond the ken of 
history. There is also the inconvenient reality of “late prehistoric” cultures that 
lack writing but whose histories are in fact richly preserved in native oral tradi-
tion. These considerations argue for great care in the application of “prehis-
toric,” “historical,” and similar designations in archaeology and CRM.

A further rub is that “prehistoric” is often used in the CRM literature 
to mean “pre-contact,” “pre-colonial,” “pre-Columbian,” “non-European,” 
“pre-Hellenic,” “aboriginal,” “native,” and so forth. Such meanings may con-
flate time, culture, and/or ethnicity in such a way as to load “prehistoric” with 
semantic freight that the term was never designed to haul. This can lead to 
inaccurate descriptions and interpretations of cultural resources. The Norse 
settlement dated c. AD 1000 at L’Anse aux Meadows in what is now 
Newfoundland (Parks Canada 1984), for instance, was surely pre-Columbian, 
but it was not prehistoric. Conversely, in AD 1900 the Yanomamö (Chagnon 
1968) were living in remote jungles of the Amazon–Orinoco basin some 400 
years after the time of Columbus and yet they were still prehistoric, as were 
the early twentieth-century Dugum Dani (Heider 1970) of Papua New 
Guinea. Thus, the prehistoric-to-historic transition varies greatly from one 
place to another with regard to temporal placement – anywhere between 
c.3300 BC and AD 1950 – and duration. Again, precise and accurate usage of 
terms can obviate potential misunderstandings.

We should also be aware that the adjective “prehistoric” may offend mem-
bers of certain ethnic communities. Native peoples may resent “prehistoric” 
when applied to their ancestral cultures and materials because the term may 
connote “primitive” or “unrefined.” Indeed, the prehistory/history distinc-
tion itself is an ethnocentric construct insofar as it depends upon the absence 
or presence of written records and thus implicitly devalues oral tradition. 
A related issue is that the perception of time as a lineal continuum, divisible 
not only into prehistoric and historic eras but also into shorter periods, is not 
universally accepted and may conflict with views of time as being cyclical or as 
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a unified non-lineal dimension (see Fixico 2003). Resource managers need to 
be sensitive to traditional views and values, and to employ terms with an 
awareness of their implications in various cultural settings. A good way to 
accomplish this is to become familiar with and take into account the perspec-
tives of indigenous archaeology (see Fuller, Chapter 21, this volume; Dongoske 
et al. 2000; Watkins 2005).

All that said, this chapter stakes out as its subject the universe of cultural 
resources represented by places and things associated with what archaeologists 
conventionally refer to as “prehistory,” which, with full acknowledgment of 
the above ambiguities and caveats, we refer to as “prehistoric resources.”

What Do Prehistoric Resources Include?

Having established that our topic is the physical expression of the undocu-
mented past, we can now ask, “What kinds of cultural remains are included?” 
Or, in CRM parlance, “What is the resource to be managed?” Answering this 
question at the most basic level is quite simple: The subject matter involves 
all material evidence of past cultural activity, except as recorded historically. 
At a more specific level, however, the answer becomes daunting in its com-
plexity, since the diversity of prehistoric remains is nearly as great as that of 
human behavior itself. Each and every product of cultural activity – from an 
isolated stone tool to the ruins of an entire city – is potentially a resource to 
be managed.

Because variability in prehistoric resources is enormous, a way must be 
found to simplify and bring order to what would otherwise be an impossibly 
complex universe of things. This challenge may be met in CRM by using the 
concepts of resource class, type, and theme. Whereas a class is a broad cate-
gory of items that share certain characteristic traits and may include any 
number of defined types, theme refers to the cultural context within which 
the items functioned. To illustrate, many types of sleds, carts, boats, trails, 
and bridges relate to the theme of transportation. Classes (e.g., boats) and 
types (e.g., birch bark canoes) are discrete entities by definition, but their 
relationship to themes may be continuous and overlapping, such as when an 
ancient trail was used variously for hunting, transhumance, religious activity, 
trade, or warfare.

Among the themes often employed in prehistoric archaeology and CRM 
are settlement, subsistence and diet, resource extraction, technology, trade/
exchange, transportation, shelter and architecture, arts, cosmology and 
religion, conflict, and death and mortuary practices (Table 3.1). This is by 
no means a comprehensive or standardized listing, as thematic categories 
can and should be devised flexibly to meet the peculiar needs of each CRM 
project or study.

Prehistoric resources may also be classified according to the “dimensions” 
of space, time, and form (cf. Spaulding 1960). These dimensions may be 
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Table 3.1 Themes and classes of prehistoric resources

Theme Resource classes

Settlement Habitation sites (camps, villages, towns, and cities); tells; houses; 
storage structures; food-processing loci and equipment; cooking 
hearths and ovens; artifacts related to residential activities; debris 
produced by domestic activities; coprolites, privies, and sewers; 
middens, trash scatters, and dumps (see Andrews 1995; Fagan 
2001:371–404).

Subsistence 
and diet

Hunting, gathering, and fishing places; hunting blinds; game drives; 
fish weirs and fish traps; pastoral landscapes; agricultural fields; 
irrigation ditches; corrals, fences, and stables; subsistence-related 
artifacts and features (projectile points, traps, snares, sickles, seed 
beaters, gathering baskets, fishing gear, threshing floors, milling 
implements, etc.); food remains (see Fagan 2001:310–349).

Resource 
extraction

Stone quarries, mines, and clay pits; mining districts; lime kilns; 
sites and landscapes that evince prehistoric timber harvesting; 
charcoal factories; dams, reservoirs, canals, and aqueducts; axes, 
picks, hammers, mauls, wedges, spades, mattocks, levers, and 
other tools used in resource extraction (see Shepherd 1980).

Technology Lithic workshops, hammerstones, flakers, debitage, and formed 
tools; shaft abraders and straighteners; ceramic-production loci, 
kilns, temper material, paddles, anvils, and polishing stones; ore, 
furnaces, tuyères, bloom, slag, forges, anvils, and metal artifacts 
(Schmidt and Childs 1995); shell-processing loci, saws, drills, 
grinding stones, shell detritus, and finished ornaments; basketry, 
cordage, spindle whorls, looms, and textiles; hide scrapers, tanning 
equipment, and leather (see Fagan 2001:247–281; Miller 2006).

Trade/
Exchange

Exotic materials and artifacts; items produced locally for export 
(see Earle and Ericson 1977; Ericson and Earle 1982); containers 
for trade goods (e.g., amphorae for wine or olive oil); trade trails; 
trading sites.

Transportation Sleds, carts, saddles, and drags; rafts and boats; piers; trails, trail blazes, 
roads, road markers, way stations, tambos, causeways, and bridges.

Shelter and 
architecture

Post molds, floors, daub, bricks, dressed stone; walls; enclosures; 
houses; storage structures; community buildings; monumental 
architecture; drainage systems.

Arts Petroglyphs and pictographs; Paleolithic cave art; murals; bas relief 
images; sculptured figures; carvings; decorated ceramics; textiles 
(see Bahn 1995; Clottes 2002; Bird 1995; Thackeray 1995a).

Cosmology 
and religion

Ceremonial sites and districts; shrines; ritual chambers; altars; 
temples; pyramids; plazas; ball courts; stelae; henges, dolmens, 
and other megaliths; medicine wheels; effigy mounds; geoglyphs; 
cave paintings; other sacred art; paraphernalia used in cosmology 
or religion (e.g., charmstones, crystals, figurines, sculptured 
stone, censers, ceremonial vessels) (see Fagan 2001:440–467; 
Rakita and Buikstra 2008; Steadman 2009).

(Cont’d)
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combined in various ways, depending upon the management or research 
context. For example, when form and space are combined, resources may be 
arrayed from isolated artifacts or features at one end of the spectrum, through 
sites, to districts and cultural landscapes at the other. The term “site” refers 
to a place where there is more or less continuous evidence of past cultural 
activity. Sites come in myriad types and sizes, from tiny lithic scatters and 
remnants of individual houses to large cities such as Teotihuacán, Mexico 
(Millon 1973). Districts are distinguished by the thematic cohesiveness of 
their elements, which may include a wide array of culturally, temporally, 
and/or functionally related resources. Apt examples are the Pu’uloa petro-
glyphs and the Puako Petroglyphs Archaeological District in Hawai’i (Lee 
and Stasack 1999). And prehistoric cultural landscapes are areas where 
important relationships exist between cultural manifestations and the natu-
ral environment, especially where the landscape itself has been altered to 
reflect the dominant cultural theme (see Hunter, Chapter 5, this volume; 
David and Thomas 2008).

How are Prehistoric Resources “Packaged” 
for CRM Purposes?

While it is one thing to analyze diverse prehistoric resources into useful classes and 
types, and to identify the themes to which they relate, it is quite another to prop-
erly manage the resources when they are combined in different ways. Often the 
resources are “packaged” in a geographic “box,” and the CRM specialist must 
then be concerned with all of the cultural remains within a river valley, political 
unit (city, county, parish, etc.), land-development project area, or other defined 
space. As a case in point, within the area of Sudan’s Meroe Dam and reservoir on 
the Nile River north of Khartoum, archaeologists  discovered Paleolithic toolstone 
workshops, elaborate rock art, agricultural villages of various types and sizes, cem-
eteries, and a wide array of prehistoric artifacts as well as historic-era resources 
such as medieval Christian forts and churches (Lawler 2006).

Table 3.1 (Cont’d)

Theme Resource classes

Conflict Defensive site locations; forts, parapets, moats, walls, stockades, 
gates, and towers; citadels; battlefields; artistic depictions of 
violence; weapons (clubs, maces, knives, swords, spears, bows 
and arrows, sling stones, etc.); helmets and body armor; human 
remains with evidence of violent trauma.

Death and 
mortuary 
practices

Cemeteries; graves and grave markers; talus burials; mortuary 
caves; cremation features; funerary artifacts; burial mounds; 
dolmens; tombs; sarcophagi; mortuary cairns; human remains; 
mourning sites; memorials.
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A second packaging technique divides the prehistoric era into time spans 
and focuses upon aspects of the cultural record that date to the period(s) of 
interest. This is commonly done when cultural overviews or contextual stud-
ies are being prepared, and usually all periods are covered; but sometimes the 
research and/or management foci are more limited temporally. Accordingly, 
scholars working on Honshu, Japan, might design their studies mainly to 
investigate the origins of agriculture and settled life during the early Yayoi 
period, and pay little or no attention to the preceding Jomon period or the 
post-Yayoi Kofun period (see Aikens and Higuchi 1982). In this case, 
 Yayoi-period resources such as archaeological paddy fields, farming imple-
ments, rice and other cultivar macrofossils, village sites, houses, and food-
storage facilities would merit particular attention, as would cemeteries as 
sources of demographic data.

A third way to bundle cultural remains is by their form, that is, by observ-
able material traits. Accordingly, the CRM specialist may be concerned only 
with a particular class of resources such as trails, hunting blinds, or irrigation 
systems. Typical of this approach are studies of Paleolithic cave art in western 
Europe (Clottes 2002), or of later rock-art styles in Australia, southern Africa, 
or western North America (cf. Bird 1995; Garfinkel 2006; Thackeray 1995a; 
Whitley 2000). Form, of course, is not independent of culture, time, or space; 
but it is nonetheless useful as one of several organizational devices in the study 
and interpretation of prehistoric resources.

Finally, resources may be packaged and managed according to the culture 
with which they are associated. A case in point is the widespread appearance 
of distinctive pottery, shell ornaments, stone adzes, and other manifestations 
of the Lapita cultural tradition, which began approximately 3,300 years ago in 
Melanesia and thereafter spread into western Polynesia (Galipaud 2006). 
Similarly, the nations of southern Africa have a rich cultural heritage, includ-
ing the Great Zimbabwe and more than 150 other Zimbabwean sites with 
walls, fortifications, enclosures, towers, houses, and granaries – all impres-
sively constructed of stone after AD 900 by the Shona people (Fontein 2006; 
Thackeray 1995b).

What is Involved in Managing Prehistoric Resources?

Thus far we have defined the meaning of “prehistoric”; we have examined the 
range of entities comprising prehistoric resources; and we have looked at some 
of the ways that resources are combined or packaged in CRM. Now we can 
ask: “What does the management of prehistoric resources involve?” “What 
are the steps, and how does the process work?” To answer these questions is 
the purpose of the remaining sections of this chapter. Briefly and in order, we 
consider ways to identify, document, and evaluate prehistoric resources. Then 
we turn our attention to assessing project impacts and selecting measures for 
the post-evaluation treatment of the resources.

King_c03.indd   59King_c03.indd   59 2/4/2011   6:49:16 PM2/4/2011   6:49:16 PM



60  MICHAEL J. MORATTO

How are Prehistoric Resources Identified?

There are literally millions of prehistoric resources on earth, most of which 
are quietly minding their own business. However, at any given time many 
such resources, through no fault of their own, find themselves the subjects 
of CRM attention. An essential first step in CRM is to identify the resources 
of concern, so we begin this section by asking “What triggers an identifica-
tion effort?”

Identification may be called for in various circumstances. First, prehistoric 
resources, like (some) other cultural resources, may be looked for during land-
use planning (for highways, reservoirs, mines, logging operations, gas and oil 
pipelines, urban growth, etc.) to ensure that their values are considered in the 
course of project development (e.g., White and King 2007; Whittlesey et al. 
1997:59–142). Second, public agencies responsible for managing parks, forests, 
and other lands may wish to gather information about prehistoric resources 
within their jurisdictions so that they can plan for the protection, study, and 
interpretation of those resources to benefit science and society (e.g., Hayes 
1964; Hull and Moratto 1999). Third, native peoples may wish to know the 
nature and location of archaeological remains on their present and ancestral 
lands, so that their prehistoric heritage – along with traditional cultural prop-
erties (King 2003; Parker and King 1990) – can be preserved and contribute 
to group identity and cultural enrichment. And, lastly, prehistoric resources 
may be identified exclusively for scholarly purposes, e.g., to help answer 
research questions about prehistoric land uses, settlement patterns, cultural 
ecology, and so forth (e.g., Thomas 2008).

The identification of prehistoric resources may require either pre-field (i.e., 
background) studies or field investigations, or both, depending upon the 
 context and objectives of the work. Whereas a literature review may suffice 
to inform a feasibility study prior to planning for a specific land use or 
 development, a more intensive effort, usually involving field survey as well as 
background studies, would be needed when an earth-disturbing project is pro-
posed. Some or all of the following tasks, as appropriate, should be completed 
prior to fieldwork:

review site-records, cultural-resource registers, and reports of previous  ●

archaeological work and findings in and near the study area to ascertain the 
kinds and locations of previously recorded prehistoric remains;
examine historical photos, maps, surveyors’ notes, and other archival  ●

sources that may indicate the location of prehistoric resources observed in 
the past;
consult with other CRM professionals, native peoples, landowners and  ●

their neighbors, members of archaeological societies, and anyone else who 
may know about prehistoric resources in the study area;
become familiar with local geomorphic processes, the age of soil units, and  ●

historical activities that might have altered the natural landscape;
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search pertinent ethnographic documents for settlement and land-use  ●

data that may reveal the location of late prehistoric sites or at least suggest 
relationships between environmental settings and classes of prehistoric 
resources; and
use the available information to develop a model that predicts where various  ●

kinds of archaeological remains are likely to found and to help guide the 
design of subsequent field survey work.

An all-too-common practice, and one that frequently leads to resources being 
lost, is the reliance on existing registers and reports, in lieu of field inspection, 
to identify the cultural properties that may be present in a given area. Indeed, 
it is rarely sufficient to use available records or predictive models alone, instead 
of field surveys, to identify prehistoric resources prior to earth-disturbing 
projects.

Just as background studies may involve various tasks, so too are there 
numerous methods that may be employed in the course of fieldwork to identify 
prehistoric resources. Among these are:

“Windshield survey” ● : a quick and cursory visit to the study area during 
which the investigators use motor vehicles, animals under saddle, and/
or limited pedestrian surveys to (1) gain a preliminary impression of the 
landscape and (2) inspect places where prehistoric resources are thought 
likely to occur.
Aerial reconnaissance ● : use of helicopters or fixed-wing aircraft and/or 
 satellite imagery to provide an overview of the study area and identify 
surface-visible archaeological remains, especially those whose character 
and extent are best observed from the air (e.g., trails, geoglyphs, ancient 
farm fields, irrigation systems, etc.).
Biased sample survey ● : inspection by field workers on the ground of one or 
more portions, but less than all, of a study area in which the portions to be 
examined are chosen on the basis of either subjective or objective non- 
random criteria (see Thomas 1998:113–125); the intensity of survey 
 coverage within the sample tracts may vary from sparse to dense.
Random sample survey ● : pedestrian survey of one or more portions, but less 
than all, of a study area in which the portions to be examined (transects, 
quadrats, environmentally based strata, etc.) are selected randomly (see 
Thomas 1998:106–125); survey coverage may range from sparse to dense.
Complete intensive survey ● : thorough, on-foot examination of all accessible 
lands within the study area with sufficient coverage intensity to permit 
identification of all surface-visible prehistoric resources. “Many specific 
research designs exist for such surveys, but the single common denomina-
tor is the systematic examination of contiguous blocks of terrain, surveyed 
at a uniform level of intensity” (Thomas 1998:125).
Remote sensing ● : application of geophysical remote-sensing techniques (e.g., 
soil resistivity, magnetometry, and ground penetrating radar) to detect and 
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map anomalous signatures that may represent buried archaeological features 
(see Kearey et al. 2002; Kvamme 2001; Mussett and Kahn 2000).
Survey with subsurface testing ● : use of probes, auger bores, exploratory pits 
(sondages), backhoe trenches, and/or other excavation techniques, in con-
junction with any of the field survey methods described above, to discover 
and determine the extent of subsurface archaeological resources.

The selection of a particular suite of pre-field and/or field methods for a given 
resource-identification effort will be influenced by many factors, notably: 
study objectives; the extent to which the project, if any, may disturb the envi-
ronment; nature of the terrain; local erosive and depositional processes; previ-
ous historical alteration of the study area; age of soil units (“Old sites are not 
found on new dirt!”); vegetative cover and extent of surface visibility; classes/
types of prehistoric resources anticipated; geoarchaeological prospects for 
finding buried sites; and practical limitations of time, funds, personnel, and 
access (see also Feder 2009; Plog et al. 1978; White and King 2007).

As these methods are being applied it is up to the fieldworker(s) to actually 
recognize prehistoric resources when they are encountered. The presence of 
archaeological remains may be revealed by mounds or other topographic 
anomalies, unusual vegetation patterns, anthropic soils (such as midden), 
exotic materials (e.g., stone of non-local origin), cultural debris on the  surface, 
architectural remnants, and so forth (see Sharer and Ashmore 1993:198). 
When all is said and done, the single most important factor in resource iden-
tification is the expertise of the person performing the work. Rote methods 
and procedures can never replace professional skills and experience. This is 
especially true in field surveys where individual capability may spell the differ-
ence between finding subtle but important prehistoric resources and losing 
them forever.

How are Prehistoric Resources Documented?

The methods of archaeological recording vary from one region to the next, so 
we do not propose a standard documentation format to be adopted universally. 
Nonetheless, we can offer some guidance and suggest criteria by which docu-
mentary procedures should be measured.

The level of detail to be recorded will be determined by such factors as legal 
requirements, current professional best practices, contract stipulations, and 
research designs as well as by the type, condition, and complexity of the 
resource(s) being documented. All other things being equal, resources that 
are threatened with damage or destruction by a project generally merit more 
thorough recording than do cultural properties that appear to be safe and 
secure. In any event, the most basic documentation usually includes a map 
showing the resource’s location, photographs of the resource and its environ-
mental setting, a map (preferably to scale) depicting the observed cultural 
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remains, a narrative description of the resource, and measurements of its 
dimensions (see Feder 2009:63–68; Sharer and Ashmore 1993:199–209). 
Additional maps, plans, drawings, and descriptions may be prepared to docu-
ment individual buildings, structures, cultural features, activity loci, and other 
elements of the resource.

When recording prehistoric cultural remains, clear and full descriptions are 
required, but functional inferences are optional. We can observe and describe 
“a mound of dark grayish-brown anthropic sandy loam, oval in plan, rising to 
a height of 2.2 meters above the surrounding river terrace and measuring 
approximately 95 meters northeast–southwest by 58 meters northwest–
southeast, containing numerous bifacial thinning flakes of Obourg flint as 
well as abundant charcoal, large quantities of mussel (Mytilus sp.) shell, and 
occasional bits of small mammal bone, some of which is burned.” From this 
description we may reasonably infer that “This appears to have been a residen-
tial site and lithic workshop,” but using such a functional designation (e.g., 
village, camp, ceremonial site, etc.) in place of a description would fall short 
as documentation. Functional inferences in archaeology often require emen-
dation when more data are acquired, but good descriptions tend to stand the 
test of time.

A final but critical step in the documentation process is to ensure that 
recorded information is preserved and available to qualified scholars and 
resource managers in the future. Although this responsibility can be met in 
part by timely publication of reports that describe the methods and results of 
identification efforts, it should also be met by placing the field notes, maps, 
photos, site records, and related documentation in an appropriate repository 
maintained by an established museum, university, or governmental agency 
(see Carroll 2008). The information must be not only secure (i.e., inaccessible 
to the general public), but also available confidentially to scholars, land man-
agers, native peoples, project designers, and others on a “need-to-know” 
basis. Many states and provinces as well as national governments support 
repositories that maintain documentation of prehistoric and other cultural 
resources, e.g., the 12 regional information centers of the California Historical 
Resources Information System (CHRIS 2010), the National Register Archive 
of the National Register of Historic Places in Washington, DC (NRHP 2010), 
the Archaeology Data Service in the United Kingdom (Richards 2008), and 
the 21 regional centers of the Instituto Nacional de Antropología y Historia 
in Mexico (INAH 2010).

How are Prehistoric Resources Evaluated?

Once we have defined a study area, completed the identification tasks, and 
properly documented the prehistoric resources that were found, we are ready 
to evaluate our findings. This is a critical step in the CRM process and one of 
real consequence because evaluation usually leads to decisions about how 
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resources are to be treated, including whether they are to be preserved intact, 
investigated further, or possibly destroyed. For the CRM specialist evaluation 
is a major responsibility, the discharge of which requires not only substantial 
knowledge of the archaeological record but also keen awareness of social, 
political, and legal contexts. In this section we explore some of the factors that 
influence the science and art of evaluating prehistoric resources.

Evaluation involves asking and answering several key questions: Who cares 
about the resources, and why? What are the inherent and/or ascribed qualities 
of the resources that make them significant to particular individuals or groups 
of people? Are there social or political circumstances, or legal requirements, 
that affect how the resources can or must be evaluated? And how do profes-
sional best practices figure into the equation? These questions, in turn, relate 
to an even more fundamental query: “Who owns the past?” (Renfrew and 
Bahn 1996). This ultimate question guides our approach to evaluating prehis-
toric resources. It calls for us to identify the widest possible range of stake-
holders with an interest in the resources and to ensure that their views, however 
diverse, are fairly represented in the evaluation.

So, who is interested in prehistoric resources? It turns out that many people 
are, and for a great variety of reasons. One might be tempted to think that 
prehistoric remains are loved mainly by archaeologists and that their value lies 
primarily in the data that can be extracted to serve a research agenda, but that 
would not begin to cover the range of stakeholders and their varied concerns. 
As Renfrew and Bahn have noted, the past is big business; it is also “politically 
highly charged, ideologically powerful, and significant” (1996:509). Here are 
just a few examples:

Archaeological resources play an indispensable role in cultural tourism  ●

throughout the world and generate substantial income for many regions. 
Just consider the economic importance of Machu Picchu, Easter Island, 
Angkor Wat, Olduvai Gorge, Petra, the Great Sphinx and pyramids of 
Giza, the European megaliths, and Mayan sites such as Chichen Itzá, Tikal, 
and Copán (Bahn 1995). This makes – or at least it should make – cultural 
properties valuable to travel agents and airlines, local merchants and hotel 
operators, tour guides, economic development boards, and governmental 
agencies concerned with revenue enhancement.
In much the same way, prehistoric resources are widely used to shape and  ●

symbolize national identities. Peru, Egypt, Greece, Jordan, Turkey, Iraq, 
Cambodia, and many other countries have looked back in time for emblems 
of identity. In China, Mao Zedong used to urge that “the past should serve 
the present,” and ancient sites were excavated to achieve this end (Renfrew 
and Bahn 1996:512). Mexico, Israel, India, and Zimbabwe, to name just 
a few countries, derive not only important aspects of their national identi-
ties but also their very names from the distant past.
Prehistoric remains are linked to particular ethnic groups and represent a  ●

significant part of their cultural heritage. Old pueblos and cliff dwellings – the 

King_c03.indd   64King_c03.indd   64 2/4/2011   6:49:16 PM2/4/2011   6:49:16 PM



ARCHAEOLOGY OF THE DISTANT PAST  65

homes of ancestral Puebloan societies – in the American Southwest come to 
mind in this regard. Some native governments (e.g., the Navajo Nation and 
the Zuni Pueblo in New Mexico) now operate their own archaeological pro-
grams. Indeed, connections between archaeological resources and living peo-
ples are at times so strong as to raise issues about intellectual property rights, 
leading some to ask whether the past should be copyrighted (Nicholas and 
Bannister 2004).
Archaeologists and other CRM professionals are familiar with the value of  ●

prehistoric remains as sources of data useful for answering research ques-
tions. As Don Fowler puts it, archaeological resources “may be thought of 
as ‘containers’ of information, or potential information, about past human 
activities” (1982:19). This premise supports the conclusion that prehis-
toric resources should be (1) conserved as fonts of unique, non-renewable 
data and (2) investigated by scholars to “recover” those data to advance 
knowledge. To be optimally effective, any such investigation should be 
guided by an adequate research design (Fowler 1982:22–25).
Prehistoric cultural remains can also be of value to a wide range of sciences  ●

beyond archaeology and anthropology (Moratto and Kelly 1978:8–9). 
Human remains from ancient sites throughout the world contribute to our 
knowledge of paleopathology, epidemiology, and the development of 
medical practices. Archaeological deposits along ocean shores provide data 
for geological studies of sea-level fluctuation, coastal erosion rates, and 
tsunami frequencies. Decadal- to millennial-scale climatic variability can be 
reconstructed by using the proxy records of fossil pollen, tree rings, faunal 
remains, and other evidence from prehistoric cultural sites. And informa-
tion about marine and aquatic paleo-temperatures and past distributions, 
abundance, and life histories of fish and molluscan species can be gained 
through the analysis of bone and shell from archaeological contexts. The 
list is almost endless.
Within the domain of education we find vast numbers of people who are  ●

both fascinated and edified by prehistoric resources. Sites and artifacts are 
made accessible to a global audience by films, web sites, and television 
programming (e.g., on the Archaeology Channel) as well as by first-hand 
learning experiences at local and national parks, preserves, and museums. 
One only has to observe the busloads of excited Mexican children swarm-
ing among the caryatids atop the Pyramid of Quetzalcoátl at Tula, Hidalgo, 
to appreciate the enticing potency of archaeological resources for public 
education; or to note the varied ages of participants in archaeological travel 
(part of the eco-tourism phenomenon) to realize that the enthusiasm for 
learning about prehistory is lifelong.
Last but far from least, studies of cultural resources from the distant past  ●

offer much of value to the solution of contemporary environmental prob-
lems. Prehistoric sites are tomes of useful information about natural and 
cultural changes in particular localities over long spans of time. Jared 
Diamond’s best-selling book Collapse (2005) highlights the relevance of 
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archaeological data for understanding the dynamics and consequences of 
human relationships with environments in the past. But, as Torben Rick 
(2009) has observed,

for many the relevant questions are not yet completely clear. Can archaeologists 
provide cautionary tales about the environmental mistakes of ancient peoples? 
Can they generate information on sustainable ways of living in the past that may 
help transcend current problems? Can archaeologists provide the context for 
how environments function over centuries, millennia or more, which can help 
us project into the future? The answer is yes, all of the above and more (Costanza 
et al. 2007; Redman 1999; Rogers 2004). (Rick 2009:1)

In sum, prehistoric resources have important roles to play in local and regional 
economic development, public education, scientific research, preserving the 
cultural heritage of ethnic communities, and in providing data that may help 
solve current problems (see also Sabloff 2008). The implications of these 
roles are several. First, CRM exists not merely because archaeologists prize 
data from ancient sites, but more substantially because of the broader con-
cerns for cultural resources of all kinds shared by large numbers of people 
(see Smith et al. 2010). Second, those who evaluate must take into account 
the full range of people who actually or potentially have an interest in the 
resource(s). And third, in the process of evaluation one must determine the 
qualities that make the resource(s) important in the eyes of the various 
 interested parties. It is the duty of CRM specialists not to weigh or rank the 
perspectives of stakeholders, but instead to present them as fully, objectively, 
and fairly as possible as a basis for making informed decisions about the 
 subsequent treatment of the resources.

How are Impacts Assessed?

In addition to evaluating the significance of prehistoric resources, CRM 
 professionals assess the potential impacts of projects upon those resources. 
While there are many ways to identify impacts, the essence of the matter is to 
determine how proposed activities will affect the qualities that make the 
resource important in the first place. Thus, proper evaluation of the resource, 
as discussed above, is a prerequisite for impact assessment. Once we  understand 
clearly what it is that makes the cultural property significant for its various 
constituents, then we can determine the impacts that would result from the 
project. These may include: physical damage to or destruction of the resource 
itself; alteration of depositional contexts that would impair spatial and/or 
temporal associations; changes in the environmental setting that would dimin-
ish the property’s research potential, cultural importance, or interpretive 
value; disturbance or removal of features, human remains, and/or artifacts 
that native people consider sacred or inviolable; and denial of access to the 
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resource for legitimate research, religious, and/or educational purposes. Like 
other kinds of cultural resources, prehistoric resources may be subject to 
effects that are direct (i.e., the immediate result of a project or action), indi-
rect (i.e., happening at some spatial and/or temporal distance from the initial 
action), and/or cumulative (i.e., part of a pattern of past, present, and future 
effects arising from various causes).

Although these are but examples, they suffice to illustrate the challenge 
 facing CRM specialists who assess impacts, and they anticipate the variety of 
treatment measures that may be prescribed to avoid or mitigate such 
impacts.

How are Prehistoric Resources Treated?

After resources have been evaluated and potential impacts assessed, we can 
prescribe appropriate treatment measures. These are typically set forth in a 
“cultural resources management plan” or similar document. While the names 
of such plans vary, the contents usually include a descriptive summary of the 
resources and how they will be affected by the project, together with recom-
mendations for the treatment of each resource or class of resources. The 
actions that might be chosen range from avoidance through data recovery to 
no treatment at all, as discussed below. The challenge for the CRM specialist, 
while bearing in mind the nature and significance of the resources as well 
as the anticipated impacts, is to propose actions that are ethical, culturally 
sensitive, professionally sound, and fully compliant with applicable law. This is 
a tall order, and one that requires not only knowledge and experience, but 
also flexibility, creativity, and, in many cases, diplomatic skills in negotiating 
with the client and interested parties.

When preparing a management plan for prehistoric resources there is a 
range of possible treatment options to be considered. Among these are:

Avoidance ● : the design, development or construction, and operation of a 
project in such a way that the subject resource is not directly or indi-
rectly affected in any way; i.e., the pre-project status of the resource is 
maintained.
Protection ● : the use of fencing, barriers, signage, public education programs, 
surveillance, protective landscaping, burial under fill, and/or other measures 
to prevent or minimize disturbance of the resource.
Stabilization and conservation ● : taking positive steps, such as building shelters 
over jeopardized features, reinforcing masonry walls, improving drainage, 
controlling erosion, or removing destructive vegetation to stabilize the 
resource and reduce the rate of deterioration.
Restoration ● : moving beyond protection and stabilization to return some or 
all elements of the resource to their “original” form and condition, to the 
extent permitted by funds, time, and available information.
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Interpretation ● : the design and installation of trails, signage, and exhibits, 
along with the development of literature and educational programs, to 
allow target audiences to understand and appreciate the cultural resource 
and its place in prehistory.
Restricted access and use ● : reliance on legal instruments to safeguard resources 
by managing them within preservation trusts, archaeological conservancies, 
public monuments and parks, protective easements, and the like, where the 
resources may be either off-limits for any use or available on a restricted 
basis for designated research, ritual, and/or educational purposes.
Archaeological investigation (data recovery) ● : further documentation, excava-
tion, and/or other study of prehistoric resources as a means to realize some 
of their information potentials.
No treatment ● : an option permitted, following due consideration, when the 
resource has already been properly documented and evaluated, lacks impor-
tant data potentials, and is not deemed significant by any of the pertinent 
stakeholders. Without treatment, a resource may be destroyed by project 
activities.
“ ● Mitigation banking”: also referred to as “off-site mitigation,” this involves 
setting aside reserves or “banks” of archaeological resources that are 
 preserved to offset adverse impacts on similar resources in nearby areas.

Avoidance is normally the preferred alternative insofar as it leaves the resource 
intact, generally does not compromise any cultural values, and poses no costs 
or delays for the project owner. However, avoidance does not necessarily 
ensure long-term preservation, as the resource may be impacted subsequently 
by actions unrelated to the immediate project. It is also important to recog-
nize that avoiding physical impact does not necessarily mean that the resource – 
or its value to a particular constituency – is not impacted in other ways, for 
example by intrusive visual or auditory changes in the environment.

Protection is appropriate in circumstances where an important resource 
is vulnerable to looting, off-road vehicle use, or other forms of distur-
bance that may be unrelated, or perhaps only indirectly related, to a project. 
The next three options – stabilization/conservation, restoration, and 
 interpretation – are suitable in parks and preserves, of course, but they can 
also be exercised quite successfully in a variety of settings that will be acces-
sible to the public when a project is completed. Think of stabilized ruins and 
 signage in a highway rest area, or archaeological exhibits incorporated into 
a subway project (e.g., in Athens and Mexico City), or restored prehistoric 
architecture as the interpretive focus of a reservoir’s visitor center. The 
 possibilities are boundless.

When land is being sold, exchanged, donated, or re-zoned, opportunities 
may arise to include prehistoric resources within preserves or protective 
 easements. The legal particulars vary from one jurisdiction to the next, but 
the basic idea is to ensure long-term preservation of the resources and limited 
use for cultural, scholarly, and educational purposes. The Archaeological 
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Conservancy (2010) exemplifies this approach to the treatment of prehistoric 
resources. Tax advantages may be available to those who donate land with 
cultural resources to such entities.

The next treatment measure, archaeological investigation, comes into play 
when a prehistoric site with information to offer will be impacted unavoidably 
by a project. The reasoning here is that if the site is important because of its 
data potentials, and if losing those data will constitute an adverse impact, then 
recovery of at least some information will diminish the loss and thereby 
 mitigate the impact. This, however, can present at least two kinds of dilemmas 
for the resource manager. First, “data recovery” is inherently destructive; 
some information is gained only at the expense of the rest. And, second, the 
site may also be valued for religious or cultural reasons by native peoples who 
object to any disturbance, including, sometimes pointedly, archaeological 
excavation (cf. Fuller, Chapter 21, this volume and Nickell, Chapter 22, this 
volume). Such conflicts among the interests of stakeholders are fairly common 
and will be touched upon further below.

Although one could write a fat tome on the methods and techniques of 
archaeological data recovery, such an effort would be well beyond the scope 
of this chapter. The reader is advised to consult some of the many textbooks 
that cover these topics quite well (e.g., Hester et al. 2009; Sharer and Ashmore 
1993; Thomas 1998) or the Journal of Field Archaeology. For our purposes 
here, we should be aware that data recovery tends to be time consuming and 
relatively expensive due in part to the labor-intensive nature of archaeological 
excavation, data analysis, and reporting. There are also publication and curation 
costs that must be budgeted since the proper disposition of specimens and field 
records is essential. No professional CRM data-recovery project is complete 
until the results have been fully published (e.g., see Bareis and Porter 1983–
1985) and collections properly curated (cf. Teeter, Chapter 8, this volume).

In projects that encompass large areas and multiple prehistoric resources, 
there may be some cultural remains that do not warrant any attention beyond 
documentation and evaluation. Resources that fit this profile tend to be those 
with minimal information potential and that are of little interest to cultural 
stakeholders; or they may be resources of a class or type that is abundantly 
represented and already well known in the project vicinity. This can be a legit-
imate justification for not treating some or all of the cultural properties in a 
given class, but if and only if the CRM specialist is quite sure that the candi-
dates for non-treatment are indeed members of the well-known class. The 
bottom line is that resources deemed unworthy of post-evaluation treatment 
may vanish soon thereafter, so the decision to “write off” a resource should be 
taken very seriously and with due diligence.

As treatment measures go, mitigation banking is in a class by itself. It origi-
nated in biological habitat management and migrated recently over to CRM, 
where it has yet to find a comfortable niche. While the basic concept – preserving 
resources in one place as an offset for presumably similar resources lost in another 
place nearby – is attractive to those whose projects destroy archaeological sites, 
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the scheme rests upon some dubious assumptions when applied to prehistoric 
resources. Foremost among these is the notion that the resources in one locality 
are indeed similar to those in another. The fact is that every archaeological site is 
unique; it represents the activities of certain people at a specific time in only one 
place; and its record of the past is not duplicated precisely elsewhere. “Banking” 
Neolithic sites in Liverpool will not truly offset the loss of 8,000-year-old sites 
near London. Hence, mitigation banking should be approached cautiously, 
 perhaps as a last resort when all other treatment measures have proven infeasible, 
and care should be taken to ensure that the “banked” resources are indeed as 
similar as reasonably possible to those about to be lost.

Managing Multiple Resources

Now that we have summarized the diversity of resource classes, discussed how 
they are evaluated in various frames of reference, and reviewed some of the 
common treatment options, we can ask how multiple resources are managed 
in the context of large projects. Are the varied stakeholders concerned about 
different resources and kinds of impacts? Are there conflicts among these 
diverse interests? And what sorts of tradeoffs are usually involved?

These are tough questions to answer because often there are competing 
demands for project areas and the prehistoric resources therein. Let us say that 
the government of New South Queensland, wishing to supply water to drought-
stricken farms and sheep stations, proposes to dam the Waltzing Kangaroo River 
and thereby inundate scores of prehistoric sites. Among these are rock shelters, 
pictographs, toolstone quarries, cemeteries, and sacred places used by aboriginal 
people since ancient times for initiation rites. Needless to say, the farmers and 
station owners strongly support the project. Archaeologists at the territorial 
museum wish to excavate some of the jeopardized sites, but otherwise have taken 
no public stand on the dam project itself. However, aboriginal communities in 
the area vehemently oppose any disturbance of their ancestral and traditional-use 
sites. Finally, the local Brotherhood of Outback Guides, while generally opposed 
to the project because it would block access to spectacular rock formations that 
attract tourists and income, is willing to shift its allegiance if the government will 
grant to its members the exclusive rights to provide fishing guide services when 
the new reservoir is filled and stocked with Moby bass.

Particulars may vary from one project to the next, but the case above is not 
atypical of the cultural and political environments within which decisions 
about multiple resources are made in the context of large projects. At first, the 
conflicts may seem intractable, and they may indeed prove to be so if the 
CRM specialist leaps into the fray and attempts to hammer out a resolution in 
haste. We suggest instead taking a deep breath and stepping back momentarily 
from the perceived conflicts. Remember the limits of our charge as cultural 
resource managers, and understand that we lack the authority to declare 
whether or not a project will be developed. As objective professionals, we 
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should never advocate or oppose any project for which we have been retained 
as expert consultants. Our responsibility is to provide reliable information and 
advice about how to comply fully with legal mandates and how best to take 
into account the diverse interests of cultural stakeholders. Thus, our advocacy 
role is with respect not to the overall project, but rather to the prehistoric 
resources and those who value them.

Edified by these perspectives, we can now meet with each of the parties who 
have a stake in the Waltzing Kangaroo Dam project and its entailed prehistoric 
resources. We can listen carefully to their respective concerns. We may come 
to realize that, notwithstanding their support for or opposition to the dam, 
the parties may share common ground that could form the basis for subse-
quent negotiations. We can appreciate that, in a climate of mutual respect, 
hard positions may soften, flexibility may appear, and new possibilities for 
cooperation and compromise may emerge. We may be reminded once again 
that people want a place at the table and are empowered when they have a 
voice in deciding matters that concern them.

During the consultation process we may find that some of the landowners 
have artifact collections and are willing to share valuable information about 
prehistoric sites in the project vicinity. Moreover, we may learn that the farm-
ers and station owners would offer more employment to aboriginal people if 
the dam were built and water supplies were assured. We may discover also that 
the ritual site of greatest concern is actually located just outside of the planned 
reservoir on land that might be donated to the aboriginal community if the 
dam is built. For their part, the archaeologists may be willing to forgo excavat-
ing human remains in exchange for being able to investigate other kinds of 
prehistoric resources. The aboriginal people may withdraw their objection to 
archaeological work, provided that they can monitor the excavations, gain 
employment in the field and lab, and review reports before publication. The 
Outback Guides may wish to explore prospects for a joint venture with the 
aboriginal community to develop cultural tourism at the nearby Sensational 
Pictographs district. And, finally, the government of New South Queensland 
may dangle its own carrot: If the project is developed, it will construct 
and operate a museum and cultural center that will interpret local prehistory 
and history, from the aboriginal and landowners’ perspectives, and will include 
a repository for the proper curation of the area’s prehistoric and historical 
resources. From such information, and building upon the goodwill and flexi-
bility of the parties, the CRM professional may now be in a position to draft 
an effective resources-management plan.

The fictional case above illustrates a general point recently made by Sergio 
Chávez and exemplified by his archaeological work near Lake Titicaca in 
Bolivia:

Developing cooperative, respectful relationships with local communities has 
been an increasingly important goal within the realm of archaeological resource 
management … Increasingly, descendant groups and local communities are 
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insisting that they have a right to participate in the process for determining the 
disposition and management of archaeological and other cultural resources. 
(Chávez 2008:257)

Moreover, as shown by case studies from all over the world, by involving local 
communities in our work we can generate public support for both archaeo-
logical research and the preservation of cultural resources (see Derry and 
Malloy 2003). Clearly, the lesson for CRM professionals is that the larger the 
project, and the greater the number of prehistoric resources that may be 
affected, the more important it is to engage the full range of stakeholders in 
the process of identification, evaluation, and making decisions regarding the 
treatment of those resources.
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CHAPTER 1 Archaeology of the 
Recent Past

Thomas F. King

CHAPTER 4

“Historic” (or, a bit inelegantly, historical) archaeological sites present challenges 
and opportunities to cultural resource managers that are in some ways differ-
ent from those offered by “prehistoric” sites (sic: see Moratto, Chapter 3, 
this volume). To examine these, let’s start with a definition: what do we 
mean by “historic(al) archaeology?”

What is Historical Archaeology?

The Society for Historical Archaeology (SHA), which ought to know, defines its 
subject matter this way on its web site (http://www.sha.org/about/whatis.cfm):

Historical archaeology is the study of the material remains of past societies that 
also left behind some other form of historical evidence.

The “other form of historical evidence” to which the SHA refers is almost 
always taken to be documentary data of some kind, be it formal historical 
analysis, explorers’ accounts, ethnographic studies, or the homely information 
found in government files, financial records, and personal diaries. Some orally 
transmitted data are also understood to be historical.

SHA’s view is a distinctively North American one, and its definition works 
well to encompass the archaeology of a particular time-range in the United 
States and Canada – though many of this continent’s indigenous inhabitants 
bristle at the notion that by virtue of a prefix, their traditional history is not 
history at all. Justifiable as this complaint may be, the notion of “historic(al) 
archaeology” as the archaeology of times and cultures about which written 
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records exist is pretty well established in North America. It is employed similarly 
in the Caribbean, in the Pacific Islands, to some extent in Australia and South 
Africa, and sometimes elsewhere in Africa and Latin America. But on the last 
two continents, and in Europe, the Mediterranean basin, and much of Asia it 
doesn’t always make sense, because much of post-Pleistocene archaeology in 
these areas is that of more or less literate societies.

For practical purposes, much of historical archaeology is the archaeology of 
colonialism, reflecting the interactions between (mostly) European colonizers 
and indigenous societies (cf. Lyndon and Rizvi 2010 for a perspective on colo-
nial and post-colonial archaeology). But this characterization isn’t sufficient 
either; there are whole subfields, like industrial archaeology, that touch on the 
colonial experience only occasionally and by happenstance. And once a place 
(like North America) has been thoroughly colonized, its history doesn’t stop, 
and neither does the creation of its archaeological record.

When it comes right down to it, sloppy as this definition is, what we call 
historical archaeology is simply the application of archaeological methods to 
the physical remains of the relatively recent past – whatever “relatively recent” 
may mean in a given geographic and cultural context. In Great Britain and 
some other parts of Europe, blessed or cursed with a Medieval heritage, what 
elsewhere is called “historical archaeology” is referred to as “post-Medieval 
archaeology” (cf. Crossley 1994).

What are the Actual “Resources?”

Historic archaeological resources are probably not really more diverse than 
their “prehistoric” kindred, but they may seem that way to us because we find 
it easier to distinguish among site-types. We can recognize a factory site by its 
architectural and engineering features, plus we probably have records of its 
use, whereas its prehistoric equivalent – a stone tool flaking station, for instance – 
is something whose function we often have to infer. Be this as it may, there is 
a plethora of “types” of historic archaeological sites. Some are the subjects of 
their own chapters in this book; see for example Chapters 12 (shipwrecks), 15 
(aircraft crash sites), 17 (battlefields), and 19 (linear properties). Other fre-
quently encountered site types include:

cemeteries and burial grounds (see Strangstad 1988); for example the  ●

famous African Burial Ground in New York City (Perry et al. 2006; Hansen 
and McGowan 1998);
farmsteads and their associated landscapes (cf. Groover 2003, 2008); ●

industrial facilities, whose study often involves detailed analysis of standing  ●

structures, equipment, and technological processes (cf. Casella and 
Symonds 2005; McVarish 2008);
landscapes transformed by mining, oil and gas extraction, and similar indus- ●

trial activities (cf. Hardesty 2010), or by military uses (cf. Schofield 2006);
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transportation sites, landscapes, and linkages – bridges, roads, railroads,  ●

stations, and associated facilities (cf. Anfinson 1989);
plantations and their landscapes, industrial processes, and social relationships  ●

(cf. Babson 1989; Delle 1998; Kelso 2003);
urban residential and commercial areas like New York’s Five Points (Yamin  ●

et al. 2000) and Beirut’s souk area (Perring et al. 2006), and villages like 
Nauvoo, Illinois, an important place in the history of the Latter Day Saints 
religions (Pikles 2010);
refuse dumps, ranging from modest household middens to urban landfills  ●

(cf. Rathje and Murphy 1992), and special sites like the dump on the 
Hanford Nuclear Reservation in Washington State where the Manhattan 
Project disposed of its residential waste products (Stapp and Longenecker 
2009:103–105);
the sites of putative but unverified, questionable, and sometimes contro- ●

versial historical events, like unidentified flying object (UFO) crash sites 
(cf. Doleman 2009).

Forensic Archaeology

Enterprises like Doleman’s (2009) investigation of the putative UFO crash 
site at Roswell, New Mexico, are also sometimes referred to as forensic 
 archaeology. Forensic archaeology involves the application of archaeological 
methods to questions that have some kind of legal (usually medico-legal) 
implications. Doleman’s work would qualify as forensic archaeology since 
there have been many allegations of a government cover-up surrounding the 
ostensible crash at Roswell, but there are other, much more direct examples. 
Chapter 29 in this book, by Trimble and Malin-Boyce, presents some classic 
examples of forensic archaeology in the context of international law.

Forensic archaeology is obviously a kind of historical archaeology, since it 
applies archaeological methods and thinking to the leavings of relatively recent 
phenomena, but it presents a variety of unique challenges and requires its own 
skills and knowledge (cf. Cox and Hunter 2005).

Ethnoarchaeology

Ethnoarchaeology is another field of archaeological specialization that overlaps 
with historical archaeology. Ethnoarchaeology usually involves the conduct of 
ethnographic research to inform archaeological analysis – including the analy-
sis of quite ancient sites (cf. David and Kramer 2001). We find wolf bones in 
the garbage heaps of late Pleistocene campsites and we wonder why they are 
there, so we study contemporary hunters in the Arctic to find out how they 
procure and process wolves (if they do; this is an entirely made-up example). 
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We may even excavate contemporary garbage heaps to see if there are wolf 
bones, and if they show patterns of body-part selection or butcher marks that 
resemble those in the Pleistocene middens. Generally speaking, the more 
closely related (in time, space, and cultural practice) an ethnographic group is 
to the group responsible for the archaeological phenomena being investigated, 
the more confident we can be that the patterns we observe are relevant. As a 
result, ethnoarchaeological methods are often particularly germane to histori-
cal archaeology. In many cases where we undertake historical archaeology, the 
community that produced the sites being studied still exists, or at least a few 
of its members remain alive and willing to be interviewed. In such cases one 
can organize a very fruitful dialogue between the past and the present. One of 
my most vivid archaeological memories is of carefully excavating a group of 
burials in the Chuukese village of Iras, all dating to the 1930s, while the 
 villagers who made up our team or had come out to watch debated their 
 relationships to each of the deceased and speculated about why particular 
grave goods had been deposited with particular bodies.

What Do Historic Archaeological Sites 
Have to Do with Cultural Resource 

Management, and vice versa?

There are several common situations in which a cultural resource manager is 
likely to encounter and have to deal with the archaeological leavings of the 
relatively recent past. Here are some examples:

Many areas selected by government or others for protection and public  ●

interpretation – national and other parks, for example – are set aside to 
commemorate or interpret an historical event like a battle or a cultural/
historical process like the slave trade or the industrial revolution. Such 
places usually contain historic archaeological sites that can be used in inter-
pretive or commemorative schemes, and it may be the job of the cultural 
resource manager to find them, study them, and figure out how best to 
use them. The same places may also contain sites not connected with the 
preferred theme – say, farmsteads that flourished before or after the 
 commemorated battle. The cultural resource manager may be faced with 
the touchy question of how to manage these sites without detracting from 
the main interpretive theme. Or the challenge may be to justify their elim-
ination in the interests of uncomplicated interpretation.
A planned construction or land-use project may threaten the destruction  ●

of historic archaeological sites just as it may prehistoric ones, historic build-
ings, and other cultural resources. In such a case, it is the job of the cultural 
resource manager to find and evaluate the sites, and to develop recommen-
dations for their management – whether this involves somehow protecting 
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them in place, recovering information from them before they are destroyed, 
or simply letting them go.
A local government – a city, for example – may find it in its interests to  ●

identify, preserve, and develop places associated with its history, or a local 
non-profit organization or museum may develop a program with similar 
purposes. Here again, finding, evaluating, and figuring out how to manage 
historic archaeological sites may be a job for a cultural resource manager.
A community – through its local government or perhaps through a non- ●

governmental citizens’ organization – may want to dig in literally to its 
past, driven by curiosity, a desire to remind its young people of their roots, 
or to inform others of their history. The community in such a case will be 
carrying out a form of cultural resource management (CRM), and may 
need trained and experienced help in doing so.

Who Cares About Historic Archaeological Sites?

Historic archaeological sites can present unusual research opportunities for 
scholars, because one can play the archaeological data off against documen-
tary data. As an example, consider the famous Five Points neighborhood of 
New York City, characterized by Charles Dickens in 1842 as made up of “nar-
row ways, diverging to the right and left, and reeking everywhere with dirt 
and filth,” along which “(d)ebauchery has made the very houses prematurely 
old.” “See,” he went on, “how the rotten beams are tumbling down, and 
how the patched and broken windows seem to scowl dimly, like eyes that have 
been hurt in drunken frays” (Dickens 1842). When excavated by Rebecca 
Yamin and her colleagues in advance of courthouse construction on the site, 
Five Points was revealed as a much more complex place than Dickens or 
other contemporary commentators had portrayed, occupied by people whose 
professions ranged from bakers to brothel keepers, and whose possessions and 
food choices reflected unexpected socioeconomic aspirations (Yamin et al. 
2000). The ability of archaeology to supplement and correct historical 
 documentation is one of the major intellectual reasons for the whole disci-
pline’s existence. Where written records can be placed in counterpoint to the 
archaeological record, this raison d’être can be realized with a high degree of 
sophistication.

It is well known that history is written by the victors in cases of conflict, 
and more generally by dominant social classes and genders. Another thing 
that makes historic archaeological sites valuable to scholars and the public 
alike is their ability to give voice to those who were not victorious, not 
dominant. In West Africa, in the Caribbean, and in the United States, his-
toric archaeologists are gaining important perspectives into the lives of 
enslaved Africans (cf. Ogundiran and Falola 2007). Throughout the world, 
historical archaeologists (as well as prehistorians) are elucidating women’s 
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roles in society, industry, and ritual (cf., Hays-Gilpin and Whitley 1998; 
Nelson 2006; Sørensen 2004).

Archaeology can also correct or expand upon the particulars of history, and 
solve specific historical questions. Archaeological study of the Little Bighorn 
Battlefield, where George Armstrong Custer made his “last stand,” has made 
it possible to reconstruct the course of the battle in some detail, and to better 
understand the strategy and tactics of the Sioux and Cheyenne victors (cf. 
Scott et al. 2000). The archaeological discovery and reconstruction of the 
ACE 9 Battle of the Teutoburg Forest – acknowledged only in a cursory and 
rather biased way in government documents by the doubtless embarrassed 
Roman losers, has provided a whole new picture of this critical event in the 
history of Europe (cf. Wells 2003).

The Teutoburg Forest example highlights another reason that people often 
care deeply about historic archaeological sites. The battle was arguably an 
event that helped gave birth to German sociopolitical identity, and its victor, 
Arminius (“Hermann”), is esteemed as an exemplar of that identity. More 
humble and less militaristic examples abound in which a place regarded by 
archaeologists as an interesting place to study is tied up in a people’s identity. 
The African Burial Ground in New York City powerfully evokes the experi-
ences of enslaved Africans and their descendants in the United States. 
“Chinatowns” like those in San Jose, California – excavated in part in advance 
of modern construction – is a place where Asian Americans and the rest of us 
can ponder the lives and travails of Chinese pioneers (cf. Williams and Voss 
2008). The remnants of their ancestors’ homes, churches, cemeteries, and 
fields still connect the people of “Between the Rivers” to their ancestral penin-
sula in western Kentucky (see Nickell, Chapter 22, this volume).

Archaeological research can answer quite specific historical questions. As an 
example I can point to my own work with The International Group for 
Historic Aircraft Recovery (TIGHAR) on Nikumaroro in the Republic of 
Kiribati, where we think we have solved the longstanding mystery of what 
happened to aviation pioneer Amelia Earhart (cf. King et al. 2004).

Finally, of course, historic archaeological sites are often targeted for public 
interpretation precisely because they represent important events, processes, 
people, or types of development. In these cases the research done by archae-
ologists on the site contributes – in theory – to public interpretation.

The various values that may be ascribed to historic archaeological sites can 
overlap and conflict, which can create sensitive situations for the cultural 
resource manager. American Indian tribes and fans of the US Seventh Cavalry 
have distinctly different views of the Little Bighorn battlefield, and the inter-
ests of an archaeologist in researching, say, gender roles among enslaved 
Africans in the American South can be complicated by, and complicate, the 
beliefs and plans of local and regional cultural, sociopolitical, and economic 
groups. The cultural resource manager needs to be sensitive to these potential 
complications and conflicts, and allow for them when planning and carrying 
out identification, evaluation, and management.
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Identifying Resources

Particularly since historic archaeological sites may reflect relatively short spans 
of use, and hence be somewhat ephemeral, background research is crucial to 
finding and recognizing them. One needs to have a firm handle on what’s 
recorded as having happened in the area one is studying, and what those 
 happenings are likely to have left behind. At the same time one needs to main-
tain a healthy skepticism, keeping in mind that the documentary record is 
inherently incomplete.

In urban areas of the United States, Sanborn fire insurance maps are among 
the most commonly used sources of basic historical information when plan-
ning identification of historic archaeological sites. The Sanborn Map Company 
was founded in 1866, and systematically mapped American cities repeatedly 
over the following century and more (the company still exists). Sanborn maps 
provide detailed data on building locations, types of structures, number 
of floors, and other details (Berry 2003). Older US Geological Survey quad-
rangles in the United States provide similar data (though with much less archi-
tectural and building-use detail), as do Ordnance Survey maps in the United 
Kingdom. Historical aerial photos, while they typically lack interpretive infor-
mation, provide important portraits of the landscape’s former organization – 
where buildings stood, where roads ran, field patterns, and the like. In some 
cases similar information can be elicited from modern aerial and satellite 
imagery (cf. Bourgeois and Meganck 2005). In the operational theaters of 
World War II, the military forces routinely prepared detailed target maps that 
provide a great deal of useful information not only on military facilities but 
civilian features as well. Worldwide and through time, of course, the availabil-
ity of historical mapping and aerial photography varies considerably.

Textual descriptions of the area to be studied are invaluable; these include 
formally published sources (“The History of Suchandso Township”) and less 
formal manuscripts, diaries, newspaper accounts, and the like. Local historians 
and historical societies are often key sources for the more obscure material. 
Census data can provide critical information on the population composition 
of the area under study, and of its specific homes.

For sites occupied and used within living memory, the accounts of living 
people can of course be critically important. Eyewitness testimony can be 
especially critical when the landscape has been radically altered. In my own 
work (with Patricia Parker) in the villages of Iras and Mechchitiw in Micronesia, 
where the landscape had been torn up to build a Japanese airfield during 
World War II, then bombed heavily, then rebuilt as an airport, walking the 
land with village elders and listening to their recollections gave us clues to 
where early twentieth-century houses, trash deposits, and even cemeteries 
would be found under the existing runway (Parker and King 1984).

Background research should make it possible to generate fairly specific 
hypotheses about what should be found where: “The barn should have been 
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on this hill”; “The artillery was deployed along that ridge.” Fieldwork then 
becomes a matter of testing the hypothesis through systematic examination of 
the land. Exactly how this systematic examination is carried out varies from 
area to area. In the United States – very unfortunately, in my opinion – field 
survey strategy tends to be dictated in standards and guidelines adopted by 
State Historic Preservation Officers; this has the advantage of imposing 
 consistency, but can be deadening to the intellect and actually discourage the 
thoughtful use of background data.

What is critical in any case is to use one’s pre-field background research to 
guide one’s fieldwork, without letting it blind one to things that may not have 
been reflected in the background data, or that may even be denied by it. The 
Iras elders who showed us where things had been before the runway was built 
over their village during World War II also described watching the US Navy 
bomb the runway into oblivion, and assured us that there would be nothing 
left intact, but we found – among the bomb craters – intact graves and house 
sites. Background data are critical to efficient field survey, but it’s important 
not to be biased by what you think those data have told you.

One of the most common sources of error – sometimes very costly error – in 
archaeological site identification of all kinds is giving too much credence to 
documentation indicating that an area has been “disturbed,” or has been 
recently created through something like dredging and filling. This sort of 
assumption contributed to two unexpected (and disastrous) historic cemetery 
discoveries during construction projects in the United States in the late 1990s 
and early 2000s – the African Burial Ground in New York City (cf. Hansen and 
McGowan 1998) and the site of Tze-whit-zen in Port Angeles, Washington 
(Stapp and Longenecker 2009; King 2009). The resulting work stoppages cost 
tens of millions of US dollars, and the discoveries themselves caused significant 
emotional distress for both the communities involved and the construction 
project proponents. One always needs to think about, and try to find out, what 
may lie intact within the “disturbed” land, under the newly imported fill.

Documentation

Just as with other types of archaeological sites, we typically document historic 
archaeological sites when we discover them. Exactly how we do this, and the 
kinds of details we record, depends on a number of variables. Some cultural 
resource management authorities – federal agencies and State Historic 
Preservation Officers in the United States, cultural ministries, museums, and 
other such authorities in other countries – have standard forms that they 
want to have completed. Often these have been designed with “prehistoric” 
sites in mind, and require adaptation to record information on historic sites. 
In many areas “prehistoric” sites are thought of (rightly or wrongly, though 
usually the latter) as relatively discrete phenomena – mounds, tells, trash 
middens, flake or sherd scatters – which can be rather precisely bounded. 
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An historic archaeological site is often made up of multiple activity areas; 
a farmstead, for instance, may be represented by a house area, a barn area, 
maybe a bunkhouse area, a corral. It may also include quite extensive  landscape 
modifications like a farm’s fields or a mine’s tipple heaps. These characteris-
tics are not always easily captured in forms designed with discrete “sites” in 
mind. The level and kind of documentation captured also depends on the 
time available and what is likely to happen to the site. If one has only a day 
before, say, a military exercise is going to deploy tanks all over the landscape 
in which one is working, the time one might spend recording a site may be 
better devoted to plotting some kind of boundaries around it and getting it 
designated a biological contamination zone in which trespassing tank crews 
will die an excruciating (if virtual) death. If one expects to have to persuade 
an unsympathetic client to pay attention to a site, and one isn’t too pressed 
for time, the best investment may be in a lot of documentation.

In some cases, an important interest group may not want a site documented 
at all, or may want documentation to be strictly limited. For instance, a group 
with cultural associations with a place – say, an indigenous group that regards 
a site as having spiritual qualities – may want it kept quiet in order to respect 
its sanctity and avoid upsetting spirit powers. This can be a good reason for 
keeping documentation to a minimum. If – as is often the case – some informa-
tion must be recorded in order to get the place considered in planning, then 
the amount and kind of documentation can usually be negotiated with the 
concerned group.

Minimizing documentation, or keeping one’s documentation under strict 
administrative control, may also be justified if one is afraid that releasing the 
data will lead people to despoil the site. In the United States there are admin-
istrative procedures for keeping such information under lock and key, which 
vary from state to state and with land ownership; it’s important to know which 
laws and procedures pertain to one’s situation, and make sure one’s method 
of keeping information secret is in fact legal.

Of course, a project proponent may not want documented a site that’s in 
the path of his project so that he can destroy it without anyone being the 
wiser. While some ostensible cultural resource managers go along with 
this kind of cover-up, it is obviously contrary to the most basic principles of 
cultural resource management, and is generally regarded as unethical.

Evaluation

Evaluating the significance of an archaeological site from the recent past can 
present particular challenges. After all, the trashcan in my backyard contains 
evidence of past human behavior; where do we draw the line between recent 
archaeology and recent trash?

If one is doing pure archaeological research, the question is easily answered. 
Recent archaeology is the stuff that’s relevant to my research; recent trash is 
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what’s not. Of course, relevance can be hard to judge. I once had a crew 
member who could not understand why we were carefully collecting fish 
bones from the site of a campfire on Nikumaroro Island, since we were look-
ing for Amelia Earhart and she clearly had not been a fish. At the time, I had 
a hard time giving him an explanation beyond “that’s the way we do it in 
archaeology.” As it turned out, the composition of the fish population repre-
sented in the fire sites, and the manner in which the fish had been prepared, 
were quite unlike that typical of indigenous Pacific island communities, pro-
viding one (of many) bits of evidence suggesting that someone non-native 
(like Earhart) had camped on the site.

In the context of cultural resource management, it’s different. One is con-
fronted with a site one may not be interested in at all, and expected to deter-
mine whether it’s historically, archaeologically significant enough to worry 
about. Should we think about saving this place, perhaps at the expense of 
some public improvement that’s being planned, or should we invest money in 
recovering information from it through excavation, or should we forget it and 
(in most cases) let it be blown away by the highway, high-rise, or hospital 
that’s planned for the location?

To make an honest evaluative effort, one needs to think about what might 
make the site significant, in someone’s eyes. From the standpoint of the site’s 
possible research significance, one needs to think about what kinds of research 
might justify keeping a site like this around for future study. Suppose, for 
example, that we’re confronted with a nineteenth-century farmstead some-
where in the American Midwest. There are probably lots and lots of such 
farmsteads in the area. We may be tempted to say “Well, there’s nothing 
 special about this farmstead, so it’s really not important.” But is this true? Was 
it in fact the home of German immigrants at a time when everybody else in 
the area was French? Was it where a particular kind of agricultural process was 
introduced? Was it the most successful farm in the area? The least successful? 
Even if it’s a very ordinary farmstead, we need to think about whether there 
is comparative research going on, or likely to go on, dealing with farmsteads 
in general as they relate to the area’s economic development, or social differ-
entiation, or environmental degradation. If so, does this research perhaps 
require data from a lot of individually unimpressive sites? Is our site one that 
could contribute?

We need to think about relevant research not only in archaeology but such 
related fields as anthropology, history, geography, and sociology. For that 
matter, the field in which relevant research is going on may not even be very 
closely related to archaeology. I was once involved with a World War II-era 
military dump site where questions arose about whether medical wastes found 
there might contain genetic material whose study could help answer some 
obscure (to me, at least) questions about the use of smallpox as a bio-weapon. 
Luckily, they didn’t.

This is not to say that you need to scour all the literature of every conceiv-
able field of study to justify your site as significant or dismiss it as insignificant, 
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but you ought to give the site and its information a fair shake. After all, if you 
say it’s not got any value, and nobody else stands up for it, the site is probably 
going to disappear forever.

Besides the site’s research value, it may have other kinds of significance. 
Suppose our farmstead was established by freed African Americans at the end 
of the Civil War; does this make it a place that African Americans today want to 
see preserved? Was it the home of a locally prominent farmer who went on to 
become a political figure? Was it the site of a famous murder (the farmer driven 
mad by dust-bowl conditions)? Are there surviving buildings or structures that 
have architectural value? Is it part of an agricultural (or other) landscape that’s 
regarded as worth preserving or documenting? All these – and other – kinds of 
characteristics may make the place significant to some segment of society. 
Archaeologists tend to value places for the research data they can provide, but 
there are plenty of other reasons to value a place, and a cultural resource man-
ager has to give them all fair consideration.

Management

The way in which archaeological sites of the recent past are managed depends 
on their significance coupled with a range of real-world factors. All else being 
equal, it would be nice to preserve all such sites for future use in research and 
public interpretation, or simply for the sake of their intrinsic cultural, histori-
cal, even spiritual value. But of course, all else isn’t equal; there are usually, if 
not always, conflicting demands on the land within which a site lies.

Passive management. Unless they are personally interested in excavating a 
site for research purposes, archaeologists usually promote passive manage-
ment; if possible, leave the site alone. But of course, this isn’t always possible, 
and even when it is, it may not really be the wisest strategy. A site left alone by 
a highway construction project or a timber-harvesting scheme – “avoided,” in 
the standard jargon of CRM in the United States – may be lost before long to 
another project over which one has less control, or even to natural factors over 
which one has no control at all. And simple “avoidance” may not really avoid 
destruction. A residential construction project may be designed to avoid an 
archaeological site, for example, only to have residents dig the place up once 
they move in. So while passive management may often be the best strategy, it’s 
not one that should be adopted as a matter of rote; one has to think about 
whether it is really going to achieve its protective purpose.

Active management – interpretation. Historic (and other) archaeological 
sites can sometimes be effectively managed by interpreting them for the public. 
This can protect the site by encouraging its knowledgeable consideration and 
stewardship by members of the public, and it can of course serve a range of 
positive educational functions. If the interpretation becomes popular enough, 
tourist attention to the site can produce significant economic benefits. But 
interpretation is another thing that needs to be considered thoughtfully, with 
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knowledge of possible downsides. How much will the site have to be “fixed 
up” in order to accommodate tourists? How much should it be reconstructed? 
What sorts of facilities will be needed? How will all this be maintained? How 
can we ensure the accuracy of the interpretation? Will there be “winners” and 
“losers” in our interpretive scheme (see Nickell, Chapter 22, this volume)? If 
so, are we prepared to respond to the latter’s likely objections? How?

Active management – data recovery. Archaeological “excavation” is often 
the management tool of choice when it is unrealistic or otherwise undesirable 
to keep the site in place. In the United States this sort of work is typically 
referred to these days as “data recovery”; it used to be called “salvage archae-
ology.” In some other countries it’s referred to as “rescue archaeology.” One 
simply excavates the site, using archaeological methods, and thus gets it out of 
the way.

I put “excavation” in quotes above, because with relatively recent sites the 
work often doesn’t involve great amounts of earth moving. Historic archaeo-
logical sites are often (though of course not always) extensive but shallow, 
largely represented by artifacts and “features” (concentrations of things) on or 
very near the surface of the ground. “Excavation” may be more a matter of 
surface-scraping and mapping what’s found than of digging deep trenches. 
Metal detectors, ground-penetrating radar, and other means of sensing and 
plotting shallow subsurface features may be critically important tools, and it is 
not uncommon to use graders and bulldozers to strip large areas.

Of course, it is by no means always the case that archaeological sites of the 
recent past are relatively shallow. Particularly in urban and industrial contexts, 
the historical archaeologist may have to deal with deeply stratified sites with 
all manner of overlapping, cross-cutting cultural features. One thing industrial 
humanity can do very well is move dirt around, and a great deal of history can 
get buried in the process. Remote sensing and the study of historical maps and 
photos may be critically important in figuring out what is in such sites before 
opening them up, and many historical archaeologists make productive use of 
mechanized testing with backhoes, augers, and trenchers.

As in any kind of archaeology, one needs to budget not only for fieldwork 
but for analysis of results, preparing reports, and caring for (“curating”) recov-
ered material and data. It is not uncommon for fieldwork to generate the need 
for more historical or oral-historical research; one finds something in the field 
that wasn’t anticipated from the background research, and has to go back to 
the books or archives to figure out what it is, or what it means. This sort of 
interplay between fieldwork and bookwork occurs in any sort of archaeology, 
of course, but it is particularly expectable in work with historic sites.

There are downsides to data recovery as a management tool. The most 
obvious is that it destroys the site, and if one discovers afterwards that there 
were things one would like to have learned about it, it is probably too late. 
Another common problem is that data recovery usually produces a lot of 
material to be curated, and much of it is pretty ordinary stuff – bottleglass 
fragments, chunks of porcelain, pieces of brick. Or it may be fragile and 
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 easily destroyed – made of paper, for example, or cloth. It may require  special 
 methods to arrest its deterioration; metals can be particularly tricky when 
they are taken from an anaerobic subsurface environment and moved into 
an oxygen atmosphere. So curation may be an expensive, time-consuming 
activity, and if the material being curated seems ordinary – just pieces of 
cloth or chunks of rusting metal – it can be hard to justify the expense. On 
the other hand, some of the stuff commonly recovered from historic archae-
ological sites – notably bottles – can fetch a good price on the open market, 
but selling such things is commonly regarded by the archaeological com-
munity as anathema.

A further complication can be that what one digs up, and digs through, 
may be toxic or otherwise hazardous. Particularly in military and industrial 
contexts but in others too, an historic archaeological site may contain 
petroleum products, heavy metals, asbestos, mercury, and a whole  potpourri 
of other toxic substances, to say nothing of bombs and other explosives. 
Good background research may allow one to predict whether and where 
such material will be found, but the very fact that the stuff is hazardous or 
toxic may mean that its disposal wasn’t very thoroughly recorded. Even if 
one is personally willing to risk delving into toxic or hazardous environ-
ments, the law won’t always allow it – at least not without appropriate 
training and equipment, which tends to be costly. There are now some 
CRM firms that specialize in doing “moon-suit” archaeology in dangerous 
environments.

Archaeologists and project proponents sometimes opt for data recovery as 
a simple way to remove an evident obstacle to development. Besides the fact 
that data recovery may not be so simple, the decision to dig can be problem-
atic if there are stakeholders who would prefer that the site be left alone. 
People descended from those who created or used the site (cf. Nickell, 
Chapter 22, this volume) may very much want the site to be preserved in 
place, and object strongly to its being, in their view, casually dug up and done 
away with. On the other hand, of course, they may want the site excavated, 
so they can learn about their own history. People who oppose the project 
that threatens the site – for whatever reason – are also likely to object if data 
recovery is proposed without first fully exploring alternatives that would keep 
the site in place.

Active management: adaptive use. “Adaptive use” is a term commonly asso-
ciated with historic buildings and structures – we adapt an old building to a 
new use; a church becomes a restaurant, a factory becomes a shopping mall. 
But the term can be applied to archaeological sites too – both historic and 
prehistoric. Adaptive use is an option that should be thoroughly considered 
before opting for data recovery, with all its costs and potential headaches. 
Can the site be adapted for use as parkland or some other kind of open space? 
Can it be opened up and interpreted for the public, perhaps by the local 
 community? Can it be covered with fill and built over? Can it be incorporated 
into the design of a building complex somehow? Obviously this sort of use 
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approximates “avoidance” as a passive management strategy, but it is more 
thoughtful than the simple assumption that if one doesn’t bulldoze the site, 
all will be well. In adaptive use one plans for the site’s future, and tries to put 
it to good use somehow – either as itself, or simply as a parcel of land, one of 
whose characteristics is that it contains the remains of some past human activ-
ity. Of course, adaptive use can have its downsides too. If we adapt the site as 
a  public park, will the park’s managers be troubled by people trying to dig the 
place up? If we cover the site with fill and build over it, will this unduly com-
pact the archaeological deposits, or allow chemicals to leach into them that 
will ultimately destroy important material? Is it wise to lock a site away for 
decades, centuries, or millennia by burying it or putting a building on top of 
it? There are no uniformly “right” answers to these questions; they need to be 
considered and discussed with stakeholders in planning how a given site is to 
be managed.

Collections from excavated sites can also be put to adaptive use. Some 
forms of such use are commonplace – artifacts may for example not only be 
placed in regular museum-type displays, but organized into collections that 
can be handled and examined by schoolchildren and their teachers in learn-
ing about history, technology, and a host of other subjects. Less common, 
and generally frowned upon by the mainstream archaeological community 
(and impossible where all artifacts are legally the property of the state), are 
programs that recycle archaeological materials (like bottles and coins) into 
the stream of commerce, by selling them after they are described and ana-
lyzed, and applying the proceeds to the management of sites and collections. 
“Frowned upon” is actually too mild a term; to most archaeologists (not 
including this one) such forms of adaptive use are regarded as something 
akin to Original Sin, and they are forbidden in thunderous terms by most 
mainstream archaeological organizations’ codes of ethics.

Conclusions

Archaeological sites of the recent past are on the whole not unlike those of 
the more distant past discussed by Moratto in Chapter 3, but they do 
present certain special issues for the cultural resource manager. Historical 
and sometimes oral-historical research are critical to their identification and 
evaluation. They are often expressed largely on or near the surface of the 
ground, requiring or making possible the application of special excavation 
methods. They often produce a great deal of material that can be costly to 
care for over the long run, and that looks pretty much like junk to the aver-
age citizen. At the same time, some such citizens may very much want to 
make such junk their own, and some may have good claims to it. Perhaps 
most important, they are sometimes connected with and of special interest 
to living communities, who ought to be consulted in determining what to 
do with them.
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of Cultural Resource 
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and Landscape

William M. Hunter

CHAPTER 5

Introduction: Geography, Landscape, and CRM

The work of landscape geographers, often marginalized within the academy, has 
become increasingly important to the practice of cultural resource management 
(CRM) and environmental impact assessment. Cultural resources, including 
broad landscapes and expansive heritage areas, are often major constraints on 
development, and thus become relevant to issues ranging from heritage tourism 
to environmental streamlining.

CRM has embraced the cultural landscape as a subject, if not yet as a method, 
for its work. Over the years, the subjects of CRM have shifted in scale, from the 
historic site, to the historic building, to the historic district, and have broad-
ened to landscapes. Yet the disciplinary methods and perspectives have not 
expanded with the embrace of the landscape concept; the practice of CRM 
remains uninformed by the extraordinary advances in the study of landscape, 
particularly within the field of geography. This chapter offers a survey of the 
evolving landscape concept, an introduction to the critical geographic under-
standing of the landscape, an overview of its complexities, and a prospect for 
its effective use in the everyday practice of CRM.

In recent years, as the landscape concept gained currency, academics and 
CRM practitioners have charted its evolution within geography as it relates to 
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CRM and historic preservation (Alanen and Melnick 2000; Groth and Wilson 
2003; Riesenweber 2008). This evolution has coincided with the growing 
appreciation of ordinary landscapes and places, an important aspect of the 
landscape tradition (Groth and Bressi 1997). Much of the recent work has 
evolved as historic preservationists and CRM practitioners grapple with the 
challenges of the cultural landscape for preservation (Longstreth 2008a, 
2008b). Rather than replicate these thorough and well-written surveys here, 
this chapter attempts to make use of their insight to engage the landscape 
concept through the critical lens of geography, polished through the practice 
of CRM.

Scoping: Geography and CRM

A change in scale has influenced the practice of CRM, placing such explicitly 
geographic concepts as traditional landscapes, heritage regions, and place-
based decision making at the center of environmental planning. For all CRM 
practitioners, space is the medium: we demarcate, designate, alienate, alter, 
and reconstruct space, assign significance to one place, while disallowing the 
significance of another. We typically change the latter place and the values it 
conveys, forever. In CRM and environmental impact assessment, we are all 
geographers and all deeply engaged with the landscape. As such, region, scale, 
space, and landscape are solidly within our purview. Yet, as landscapes became 
the subject of study in CRM, they were rarely approached in a manner that 
respected the unbelievable complexity of this “most omnipotent primary 
 document” – our unwitting autobiography (Sauer 1925; Lewis 1979).

Pierce Lewis once noted, “Geographers tend to look at the world in a special 
way, quite differently than most … notice please, I did not say we see things 
better, just differently … it might do well to adopt the geographic point of 
view now and then, if only to add perspective to the way we look at things” 
(1987). Geography traditionally deals with the distribution, arrangement, 
production, or understanding of features on the Earth’s surface – most often 
associated with the historic era, but certainly involving prehistoric physical 
and cultural aspects of movement, occupation, and adaptation. This attentive-
ness to patterns on the land has spawned a rich literature of keen observation, 
description, and interpretation of folk housing, cemeteries, farms and barns, 
and other material culture.

Beginning with the earliest advocates for historic preservation and regional 
planning, cultural geographers have contributed to CRM in the identification 
of the I-House, the development of axioms for reading the landscape, and the 
discovery of the vernacular landscape. Geographers have long informed the 
practice of CRM (Kniffen 1965; Meinig 1979; Jackson 1984). What began as 
an exercise in mapping culture areas through the study of house form and 
building types evolved into the study of cultural phenomena such as fence lines 
and cemeteries, and the interpretation of other forms of cultural expression.
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Yet, geographers are also acutely aware of how the built environment shapes 
and reflects social relations, that iconic elements in the landscape frame the 
geographies of everyday life and anchor historical memory (Holdsworth 1997; 
Johnson 2004:316). Indeed, geographers have found that the cultural land-
scape is always more complex than it first appears and is layered with meaning, 
requiring a more fully informed understanding of the landscape concept if its 
potential for project development, resource protection, and the enhancement 
of the cultural environment is ever to be realized.

In recent years, agency officials and CRM practitioners began to recognize 
that protection and creation of place identity is more than antiquarianism. 
Historic preservation and the production of place are positional goods to be 
used in concert with the infrastructure to lure investment, create markets, and 
reuse the discarded artifacts of past geographies in the formation of social 
capital. Historic landscapes and places become every day more valuable, open 
to all manner of reuse, and often playfully inform new development.

Identification: Traditional Cultural Geographies

The study of landscape has a long tradition in American thought in the fields 
of geography, ecology, history, political science, and literature. After 40 years 
of environmental impact assessment, environmental professionals promote 
landscape strategies across disciplines in the practice of CRM. The popularity 
of the heritage area movement evidences this trend, as does the adoption of 
programs such as “thinking beyond the pavement” and the oft-heard endorse-
ment of place-based environmental decision-making (CEQ 1997; Hunter 
2001; Martin-Williams 2009).

CRM professionals often employ the work of traditional geographers, even 
while they are unaware of it. For example, in the 1950s, a geographer named 
Fred Kniffen, driving east from Berkeley, noticed the patterns of house type in 
the Iowa, Illinois, and Indiana landscape and coined the term I-House, reflect-
ing an essential insight into the nature and diffusion of domestic architecture 
across the landscape (Kniffen 1965). One unit deep, and two or more units 
wide, this folk building form was used in each of the eastern cultural hearths 
that traced the diffusion of New England, Delaware Valley, and Chesapeake 
Bay settlers and their practices inland. These patterns of cultural diffusion 
were clearly reflected on the landscape. The I-House building form has been 
the subject of some groundbreaking work, ranging from the those of folklorist 
Henry Glassie in Pattern in the Material Culture of the Eastern United States 
(1969) and in his study of folk housing in Middle Virginia (1982), to geogra-
pher Richard Francaviglia’s survey of mining landscapes (“hard places”) in the 
west (1991). The I-House concept encouraged geographers in the serious study 
of the built environment and patterns in the landscape.

Indeed, Fred Kniffen’s “Folk Housing: Key to Diffusion” is often an entry 
point into the geographic literature for CRM practitioners (1965). Written in 
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clear prose, the essay examines the character of the built environment as  diagnostic 
of spatially discrete cultural complexes. Perhaps more importantly, it concludes 
with a call to “with all deliberate haste, survey the surviving  evidence of the 
 oldest occupance forms and patterns … to think and write about these important 
things … and thereby raise this very fundamental and satisfying segment of geog-
raphy to the respected place among American fields of scholarly inquiry that it 
inherently deserves” (1965:25). In some measure, CRM has answered the call.

The traditional approach to landscape rested on a holistic approach that 
encouraged “the incorporation of information from a variety of sources to 
arrive at the totality (synthesis) of people and land interrelations” (Wilhelm 
1996). The notion was deceptively simple, that nature was the medium, 
 culture the agent, and the cultural landscape was the result, and therefore, all 
landscapes were clues to culture (Sauer 1925). To demonstrate, Kniffen’s 
 student, geographer Hubert Wilhelm, tossed a dime on a carpet-sized map of 
Ohio and asked some students to explore specific aspects of the landscape that 
lay within the coin’s circumference. The dime landed on what first appeared 
to be a mundane part of central Ohio, but upon scrutiny, proved to be a rich 
and complex landscape on the border between distinct culture regions. Indeed, 
looking at the land behind Wilhelm’s dime revealed that all landscape has 
cultural meaning.

These traditional geographers recognized the complexity of the landscape, 
and offered a parsimonious and politically palatable explanation of its complex-
ity. Thus, critic Lewis Mumford concluded that one could read the landscape by 
interpreting landscape change:

Each of the three phases of machine civilization has left its deposits in society. 
Each has changed the landscape, altered the physical layout of cities, used certain 
resources and spurned others, favored certain types of commodity and certain 
paths of activity, and modified the common technical heritage. It is the sum 
total of these phases, jumbled, confused, contradictory, canceling out as well as 
adding to their forces that constitutes our present mechanical civilization. 
(Mumford 1934:268)

Following this logic, traditional geographers recognized that landscapes, created 
by individuals working in resistance to or under different accumulation 
regimes, shared in their generation early mechanical technologies, forms, and 
materials (Mumford 1934). In spite of their differences, these landscapes were 
shaped by animate labor in “real space,” that is, space not yet “annihilated by 
time” through technologies (Harvey 1993). These artifacts and landscapes 
are a fundamentally significant imprint of both nature and culture, the most 
dramatic elements of the initial place, and are the best indicators of ethnicity 
and folk technique (Kniffen 1965). Each successive landscape developed dur-
ing subsequent technical regimes relative to this broad initial imprint, which 
persisted in a highly selective and uneven manner, depending on the processes 
of accumulation and the struggle over property and power (Hayden 1995).
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Yet the focus on the visual scene often obscured as much as it revealed. 
Most artifacts and landscapes associated with capital reflect high architectural 
style. Those associated with capital’s control and reproduction of labor are 
highly standardized versions of traditional building forms – the modern indus-
trial vernacular. Rare was the persistent old artifact, found in the collage of the 
urban scene or in eddies bypassed by subsequent regimes of exploitation. This 
rather basic understanding escapes many practitioners of CRM, who often 
examine artifacts on the plane of Cartesian space rather than the variegated 
terrain of historically specific place.

Critics suggest that the traditional approach has missed the mark, failed to 
account for the concerns of the public, and ultimately failed to protect historic 
properties or cultural environments, leading to project delays and costly over-
runs and suggesting that we have a long way to go. Yet, in spite of its meth-
odological shortcomings, the traditional landscape approach encouraged us 
to direct research toward economic and social processes, and to look for broad 
trends that link resources at a large scale. This shift in scale alone helps inves-
tigators recognize patterns of “joint and disjunctive occurrences,” account for 
landscape change, acknowledge the “swirl and complexity of the American 
scene,” and consider places rather than just individual artifacts (Sauer 1925; 
Meinig 1993). A task of CRM is to engage the landscape in a manner attentive 
to both process and place, of seeing and thinking (Groth 1997:17).

Evaluation: Seeing Through to the Real

One of the most salient critiques of the traditional approach to landscape is that 
it treats the landscape as static, assuming that one can simply read the visual 
accumulation of features on the landscape to unlock its meaning. Landscapes, 
however, are dynamic and duplicitous, characterized as much by what is missing 
as by what is present. The constantly changing nature of landscape reflects the 
dynamic forces of our economy: deindustrialization, development, creative 
destruction, urban renewal, and extractive industries have produced a landscape 
that challenges our interpretation.

Recent landscape scholarship in geography holds that landscape is best 
 conceived as a palimpsest1 rather than as a cultural stratum, “an analogy that 
at least provides the possibility for erasure and overwriting and the co-existence 
of several different scripts, implying not just different historical eras, but 
 several historical and contemporary actors as well” (Schein 1997:622). Going 
a step further, poet Andrei Codrescu noted that many meaningful places have 
no borders, no boundaries, no frontiers, but are traversed by a multitude of 
lines, folds, ridges, seams, and pleats that, often temporary, confound demar-
cation (2003). Many landscapes defy identification, let alone interpretation 
and evaluation.

Informed by critical theory, political ecology, postcolonial theory, and cultural 
studies, the new cultural geography exposed the weaknesses of the traditional 
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approach and offered an array of novel empirical and theoretical approaches to 
understanding landscapes and the built environment. Most often overlooked by 
CRM practitioners, critical geography has developed a rich tradition in its own 
right, placing the production of landscape in the context of the dynamics of the 
world economy and recognizing how power is projected through the landscape 
(King 1995; Mitchell 2000).

The archaeological model that dominated the early practice of historic resource 
assessment in CRM, coupled with the visual orientation of historic preservation, 
served to erase, misread, or ignore the dramatic historical processes embedded in 
the landscape. Few, if any, of the many volumes of architectural surveys succeed 
in placing the material culture of a place in a realistic context. The overreliance 
on a purely visual reading of individual artifacts often failed to see significance 
surrounding the particular buildings:

All the textures that my eye could see, such as the nuances of a certain builder’s 
use of trim or a certain architect’s plan preferences, were simply design variants 
within a specific strategy of land and property development. The more interesting 
questions were associated with the forces behind those pattern books … what 
social processes were shaping physical form? (Holdsworth 1993:45)

The visual approach does not allow us to account for what is no longer in the 
landscape. Capstone features endure, the more easily eroded landscapes of 
production (mills, kilns, stables, furnaces, labor), often associated with pro-
ductive labor, have long been effaced. The scale of this erasure of place is 
scarcely believable, with whole communities and factories erased through 
urban renewal or creative destruction.

The erasure sometimes took the form of urban renewal: the now familiar 
story of the demolition of ethnic neighborhoods and their replacement with 
public housing (Mitchell 1989, 1993). The housing legislation of the 1960s 
focused on “slum clearance” and the ongoing elimination of “blight,” opening 
physically decaying neighborhoods to private commercial development 
(Monroe 1994:3). The processes of deindustrialization, urban renewal, and 
civic improvement have insured that CRM must often confront imagined 
 heritage rather than authentic history.

To reach its potential, CRM must make visible what is not readily apparent 
in the cultural landscape, to see through the “shallow screen that intervenes 
between our present lives and our history … the costume drama not critical 
discourses” (Holdsworth 1993; Mitchell 1992). A perspective that focuses on 
the production of landscape would force CRM practitioners to look beyond 
the artifact to see the human labor and social relationships embodied within it 
(Walker 2001). When CRM practitioners see the landscape not simply as 
 setting but as the product of work, then both the process and the product 
benefit from the insight.

CRM practitioners traditionally have divided landscapes into specific catego-
ries such as urban, rural, natural, or cultural. Yet, recent scholarship has firmly 
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advanced an understanding that the distinction between city and county, 
urban and rural, natural and cultural breaks down under scrutiny. Indeed, the 
landscapes of a seemingly remote forest or wheat field are in essence exten-
sions and products of distant urban processes, and agriculture and industry 
are always more closely related that they first appear (Cronon 1991; King 
1995). Although seemingly remote, rural landscapes have always linked to the 
broader world in important ways as the meeting places of country and city. 
Indeed, the ecological transformation of rural landscapes such as that of mixed 
prairie into current agriculture is but one manifestation of the interpenetration 
of city and country; another is the penetration of the urban metabolism – 
 networks of urban infrastructure – deep into the hinterland (Cronon 1991:212; 
Gandy 2002; Swyngedouw 2004). The cultural environment of most urban 
landscapes is so complex that, when taken as whole, it cannot be sufficiently 
grasped from any one narrow disciplinary perspective (Lefebvre 2003). 
Frequently, CRM must engage with several disciplines to interpret the “dense 
networks of interwoven sociospatial processes” that bind the elements together 
in the landscape (Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003:899).

Similarly, the landscape or streetscape of the small town poses its own chal-
lenges (Jakle et al. 1988). Some have suggested that a main street is composed 
of a repetition of individual buildings that present different “personalities” 
determined by the massing, window and door openings, rooflines, and other 
elements (Francaviglia 1996:3). The commercial street front façade is funda-
mentally different from the other faces of the building in terms of design, 
 materials, and workmanship. Yet, the buildings share similar design values, mate-
rials, and functions, reflections of an era when developers embraced visually 
attractive, affordable, easily constructed, and standardized building forms and 
elements (Francaviglia 1996:35). The rear of the buildings, however, presents 
an entirely different impression. Long hidden, the many window bays, door-
ways, utilities, and other remnants reveal these to have been living spaces. The 
commercial function of the street level of the buildings can obscure the fact 
that the buildings served as domestic space for literally hundreds of (often 
immigrant) individuals and families through time. The degraded condition of 
these often hidden spaces, like the boxes of personal items left to rot within, 
disguises the fact that the buildings were once deeply enmeshed in a web of 
social and material relations (DeSilvey 2007).

CRM has long focused on the individual element in the urban or industrial 
scene, and most studies are explicit in a decision to not delve deeply into eco-
nomic and social processes. They instead represent a guide, a list, a catalog; 
slots in which we place things that we find by looking in the field. In “historic 
structures” report after report, there is almost no mention of people, of human 
beings, doing any of the work; it is as if these artifacts appear and function by 
some form of magic. Mine tramways deliver the rock, material is passed to the 
finishing jig, fluxing materials are added to the mix, stones are lifted from the 
quarry. Aside from the rare anonymous worker, the occasionally inventor or 
owner, people are often entirely written out of the story. However, we live in 
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a world of people, not just things, and we affect the lives of people by our 
work, not just historic structures and landscapes.

Perhaps the CRM practitioner would then look at the urban, small town, or 
industrial landscape and realize that what you see is only part of story, that the 
present scene is a result of creative destruction as the work of an architect or 
builder. Serious consideration of the landscape would require practitioners to 
at least ask new questions and banish the passive voice from our work: “the 
house was built,” “the bridge was constructed,” “the barn was enlarged” … 
and answer the questions: Who built the house? Who built the bridge? Who 
enlarged the barn, for whom, and why? What was there before, what was 
destroyed, where did the materials come from? What is missing? What has 
changed?

Assessing Effects: Mapping the Absences

Landscapes are most often delimited by virtue of their physical and material 
characteristics. But what of those places and landscapes that now tell only 
some of the story? How can we recover the lost geographies of places that fall 
outside community memory? A critic once wrote that geographers sometimes: 
“seem to be suggesting that we should impose (or re-impose) a sense of place 
on places that nobody has any sense of, and that doesn’t seem legitimate.” 
Often, there are many very significant places that nobody has any sense of, a 
condition that is, in part, a reflection of their significance.

In CRM, we often find ourselves working in deindustrialized places, in 
landscapes haunted by their past, where not just productive facilities but whole 
neighborhoods were violently swept away by creative destruction, urban 
renewal, and early highways. Industrial ruins, abandoned infrastructure, even 
abandoned city blocks – these are spectral elements, “neither material objects 
nor stern absences,” that are challenging to recognize, let alone to interpret 
and address (Mosher 2006). Yet, even ghost elements are important factors in 
the calculus of environmental decision making.

When deindustrialization occurs, capital takes off across space in search of 
cheaper land, labor, or resources; the landscapes in a place of production atro-
phy and then erode. Capstone features, created of durable materials and well 
maintained, endure, and serve to structure the local geography, and thus 
reconstitute the sense of place. Over generations, the less durable vernacular 
environment and its story are no longer visible, and “the unmarked grave goes 
unseen.” A landscape is created and then reinforced that is divorced from the 
authentic history of the place. For example, in a 1950s effort at “slum clear-
ance” and development, an industrial community is crushed by the loss of 
nearly 300 structures, including churches, social halls, bake ovens, stores, 
schools, and homes. The population is scattered, but each year returns to 
 celebrate the old neighborhood, now wiped out, with a passionately held 
attachment to a place that no longer exists, at least in its material form. In a 
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generation, “nobody will have any sense” of this aspect of our cultural heritage 
(Linkon and Russo 2002; see also Nickell, Chapter 22, this volume).

Similarly, landscapes associated with the extractive industries often have 
 surface features that represent only a fraction of the overall site, most of which 
has either been razed or is subterranean. Extractive landscapes are “hard 
places” where “the repetition of standardized architectural and engineering 
features contrasts with the natural setting, where the works of men are strewn 
in the form of a surreal topography and the sculptural, rusting ruins of machinery 
and where social class and status are imprinted on the ethnic and visual geog-
raphy” (Francaviglia 1991).

Since only a few elements survive, it is difficult to interpret the relationship 
of the ruins to the absent elements of the facility. Based on insurance maps 
and period photos, we can make judgments about the relationship of the 
absent elements to extant ruins to determine if the significance of the site is 
expressed in the landscape. Like all industrial landscapes, the relict landscape 
is marked by notable absences, although redevelopment or reuse of a prop-
erty may have concealed many of the features associated with the industrial 
past. The ruins exist within an historically specific set of circumstances and 
within a rich web of historical relationships that allow even fragmented land-
scapes to convey their significance. The legacy of abandonment is present 
both in the extant material landscape and in an abundance of historical 
archaeological sites. The condition of the landscape disguises the fact the 
much of the archaeological record is undisturbed. It is a place where much is 
hidden amid the ruins.

Further, the human-directed landscapes of the extractive regime were often 
constructed as vehicles for organization and control. Company towns, for 
example, often featured a material boundary designating an entry into a very 
specific form of private space in which rights and liberties were negotiated on 
distinctly uneven terms, and where any breach of a truncated social contract 
had swift and dire consequences, with hegemony achieved by both coercion 
and consent (Buckley 2004:120; Metheny 2007:58–63). The immaterial ele-
ments of this landscape are a large part of its significance.

CRM also needs the critical tools necessary to identify and interpret “racial-
ized landscapes” (Schein 2003:217). The six- or seven-mile walk from West 
Union in Ohio’s Adams County, the only county seat in Ohio without a rail-
road, to the small community of Cherry Fork is a good hike on a nice day. 
The old road is narrow and winding and can really take it out of you. It must 
have looked very different in the late nineteenth century to the victim of a 
lynch mob who was seized from the courthouse to be driven toward the small 
black community at Cherry Fork. The mob was taking the victim to be hanged 
just outside the small community; the mutilated body was left hanging over 
the narrow road. This incident and many others impelled the black commu-
nity to flee. There are, significantly, no visible material elements associated 
with the black community. This is a very important part of our cultural heritage 
that “nobody has any sense of.”
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Less dramatically, also in southern Ohio, a free black community developed 
relative to a corn–cattle complex in the Scioto Valley, and settled in diffuse 
clusters in upland areas (Vincent 1996). The government probably disman-
tled one such cluster, once known as Canada, during the Depression and, save 
for two headstones, no material elements remain that were associated with 
the community. The free blacks who supplied the labor that built the elabo-
rate Federal mansion houses in this cattle kingdom have vanished both from 
the landscape and from public memory. Ignoring or misunderstanding these 
landscapes during the course of our work leads to a seriously biased view.

The question of why some historical events resonate and others fade is 
answered both in the inherent duplicity of landscape and by the way in which 
conflicts and struggles are transformed into historical events or consigned to 
the memories of participants and their friends. Repeatedly, significant events 
or patterns of events are absent from popular histories, public documents, and 
even vernacular histories. Dramatic events have dissipated into the emerging 
industrial order and are forgotten. Landscape is not only duplicitous, it is 
inherently ideological.

Consultation: Geographical Imaginations

After decades of publicly financed CRM, practitioners find that many of the 
most contentious issues in project development do not involve the effects on 
historic buildings, but rather on special places (King 1998). Landscapes can 
evoke a range of powerful reactions and feelings that have little to do with 
their material features, but bear on the landscape as perceived or experienced 
(Harvey 1989). The roles that the perception of place, the geographical imag-
ination, and the public affection for places play in the calculus of environmen-
tal decision making demand that cultural resource managers better understand 
the intangible qualities of landscape.

The fragmentary landscape of linear features such as the National Road or 
Lincoln Highway illustrates the alteration of time–distance relationships that 
accompanied the evolution of our economy and culture, as well as the ephem-
eral character of even the most important aspects of our historical landscape. 
The National Road heritage corridor is a broad area encompassing the actual 
roadway and its manifestations, including associated engineering structures, 
the commercial roadside, adjacent agricultural properties, and all the setting 
between. Yet, the changing nature of transportation systems greatly affected 
the cultural environment, increasing the prominence of some historic sites 
and relegating others to obscurity or destruction (Harper 1996:389). The 
roadway itself has evolved over time, being straightened, amended, widened, 
and graded through the generations, its present highly engineered state bear-
ing little resemblance to the original form of the National Road or even the 
early form of US 40. The current roadway design, a standard engineering 
form, is divorced from the design of its predecessors. In spite of the thoroughly 
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modern character of the roadway and the degraded material condition of the 
actual artifacts and landscapes within the heritage corridor, environmental 
decision makers have committed to mitigating project effects on what amounts 
to an imagined geography, demonstrating the power of place-perception and 
the imagination to shape material geographies (Hunter 2008a).

The distinction between places and landscape is less a function of their 
 historical authenticity than how they are imagined, a result of the tensions 
between the material and ideal. The geographer Yi-Fu Tuan noted the challenges 
we confront when we recognize that a bound landscape is not an objective 
entity, but rather a “collage of geography, memory, and sentiment welded 
together and burnished by art and ideology” (Tuan 1977:729). Society 
 venerates some landscapes of conflict and violence while forgetting or effacing 
other sites. Foote holds that a key to understanding those places that are 
memorialized is to understand how people interpreted the sites retrospec-
tively, how the sites were transformed by those retrospective arguments; how, 
as David Lowenthal notes, sites are transformed to “make history conform 
with memory” (Foote 1997:5).

For example, America’s landscapes of violence and tragedy reflect the ways 
in which how people commemorate a battle or site evolves over time, involving 
processes of sanctification, designation, or obliteration (Foote 1997). 
Landscapes such as battlefields represent a type of sanctified space that at once 
clarifies and complicates its interpretation. Such sanctified space is marked by 
clear boundaries, markers noting what happened where, the maintenance of 
the site over generations, the transfer from private to public ownership, con-
tinued ritual commemoration (such as an annual pilgrimage), and accretion of 
additional and unrelated monuments and memorials (Foote 1997:9). Often, 
the commemorative landscape has an acquired historical significance in its 
own right. The development of a subtle memorial landscape of features such 
as ornamental plantings and ceremonial dedications highlights the relation-
ship between landscape and memory in a way that appreciates the evolving 
ways in which we memorialize the past.

Few landscapes are as susceptible to the geographical imagination as those 
of the American West. The modern history of western landscapes is lost in the 
mélange of images of the mythic West. The landscape of Dodge City, Kansas, 
though largely the product of historical forces that post-date its reign as Queen 
of the Cowtowns, retains many reminders of the mythologized American 
West. The landscape of Dodge City may appear to most visitors, as well 
as many residents, to be a landscape of a specific historical past, instead of a 
landscape that three generations have reinterpreted to convey meanings and 
associations unlike those the original landscape authors had in mind (DeLyser 
2001:24–25; Faulk 1977).

The landscape of Dodge City reflects a long fascination with the mythic 
West as seen in the Anglo-American imagination, refracted through film, 
art, advertising, fiction, and legend. That most of the historic fabric of the 
nineteenth century is absent and much of the landscape has been filled with 
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modern additions does not necessarily undermine the evocative power of the 
Dodge City of the imagination. Dodge City had ceased to be wild soon after 
its establishment and the dominant impress of material culture owed more to 
Victorian fashion than to the Western ethos (Heywood 1991). That is not say 
that visitors will not notice the absences, but that the absence need not stand 
in the way of them finding the mythic West in place (DeLyser 2001:30). What 
empty spaces exist are often filled by the imagination.

Tuan’s observation that “the cult of the past calls for illusion rather than 
authenticity” should not allow us to escape our responsibility to do the hard 
work necessary to explain the production of particular landscapes (Tuan 
1977:194). The quest for authenticity “stands to be subverted by the market 
provision of constructed authenticity, invented traditions, and commercial-
ized heritage culture” (Harvey 1993:12). Yet, the progressive ethic of “inno-
vative nostalgia” is not distant from the preservation ethic of “productive 
harmony” stated in the preamble to US federal preservation legislation. 
A critical stance can bridge the gap between how landscapes are represented 
and imagined, and how they are actually constituted through material social 
practices (Harvey 1993:16).

Given that landscapes include material characteristics filtered by the imagina-
tion, feeling, and affection, cultural resource practitioners can best manage these 
resources through an active engagement with the public, the identification of 
interested parties at all levels, and committed consultation throughout project 
development. Consultation, combined with critical insight and rigorous field 
and archival work, is the key to identifying and defining a significant landscape. 
The rules and regulations that govern the protection of historic properties 
emphasize consultation between agency officials and the public, a broadly 
defined category that includes historical societies, advocacy organizations, and 
individuals. What is, and what is not, considered historically significant is too 
often decided without meaningful consultation with those most affected by 
changes to the landscape.

Mitigation: Place Making

Recent changes to US federal transportation law stress avoiding or resolving 
adverse effects to historic properties. As most landscapes are large in scale and 
often cannot be avoided by a transportation project, planners turn to consul-
tation to resolve adverse effects through minimization and mitigation. Often, 
however, avoidance of historic landscapes is not always the best approach. The 
landscape concept opens new avenues for creative mitigation that encourage 
the negotiation and writing of successful agreement documents that allow for 
the development of a project while preserving and strengthening the cultural 
environment.

Large-scale preservation and enhancement is not only possible but useful in 
the development of major projects. Cast Wilhelm’s dime onto the Ridge and 
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Valley province in the Allegheny Mountains of central Pennsylvania. In the 
area under the dime, the cultural landscape first developed around small-scale 
production of agricultural commodities such as butter, flour, maple sugar, and 
cheese. To get these commodities to market, the landscape was traversed by 
very important and early transportation corridors, the construction of which 
allowed agriculture to flourish in the rich limestone valleys, first in concert 
with, then in the wake of, the iron and coal industries. Population peaked 
in the mid-nineteenth century, and then rapidly declined before stabilizing in 
the mid-twentieth century. Though the extractive regime reigned late into the 
twentieth century, the landscapes of most of the area devolved, and there are 
many intact properties and resources throughout every valley.

In assessing the historical–cultural environment of a landscape, in this case 
a rural landscape near Swamp Creek, Somerset County, Pennsylvania, context 
is not a thing but a process (Hunter 2008b). By assembling a regional context 
grounded in a careful examination of the human transformation of the physical 
environment, conducting sustained fieldwork and engaging with the public, 
project historians brought the local prospect – important places, long-lost 
patch towns, hidden gravesites, the stories of work – into view (Sauer 1925; 
Glassie 1982). The problem with uncritically deferring to the cultural values 
of the people is that understanding these “values” is harder than finding his-
toric places. These values and historical memory are influenced by the rather 
tricky cultural landscape, as well as the selective record of subscriber-financed 
histories and genealogical history. So much of what is historically important is 
not apparent, affirming the importance of a critical approach to landscape.

Nonetheless, following detailed background work, an analysis of census 
data, comprehensive fieldwork, extensive public involvement, and some layer-
ing of historic maps, investigators found that not only are there important 
structures, but local folks had a very strong historical sense of place. The 
results of the investigation were clear: a cluster of related properties within the 
Swamp Creek watershed was associated with significant events, persons, and 
movements in architecture. Several properties retained a high degree of integ-
rity, and were individually eligible for the National Register of Historic Places. 
Yet, the very workings of the important “pattern of events” have caused many 
significant properties to be altered to such a degree that they cannot covey 
their individual significance. These properties – which often include mill sites, 
road traces, cemeteries, witness trees, and footpaths – do, however, have a 
functional and thematic relationship to one another.

The size and extent of the Swamp Creek Valley Historic District ensured 
that all alternatives for a planned limited-access highway would use land from 
and adversely affect the district, requiring ongoing consultation and the devel-
opment of mitigation strategies. As a result, agency officials decided at an 
early stage to focus on minimization of the project effect and mitigation 
through consultation with the public. Given the size of the district and likeli-
hood of adverse effects, the place-based mitigation measures were chronicled 
in a memorandum of agreement (MOA). During the final design process, 
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agency officials committed to ensuring that the section of new highway located 
within the boundaries of the Swamp Creek Valley Historic District will incor-
porate design features to minimize physical and visual effects to contributing 
properties in the historic district, while meeting current Federal and state 
highway design standards.

Testifying to the importance of the local prospect in the development of the 
project, agency officials cooperated with a Public Mitigation Advisory 
Committee to develop public education materials appropriate to the landscape, 
and committed to future consultation. The Public Mitigation Advisory 
Committee consists of designated representatives of the local historical socie-
ties as well as agency officials. The Public Mitigation Advisory Committee will 
continue to inform the development of any future federal undertaking within 
the district, thereby highlighting the dialectical relationship between place and 
landscape (Hunter 2008b).

Looking at landscapes and places from a perspective that favors process over 
classification puts people back into the story, and makes connections between 
the particular and the universal. This approach has allowed new projects to 
flow through the environmental process to a happy end and allowed the more 
zealous embrace of creative mitigation.

CRM: The Production of Landscape

Place is often contingent on landscape, or better, perception of landscape. We 
shape the landscape and the landscape shapes us. Yet, agents shape landscape 
relative to the economy and its values, among other things. Landscape func-
tions to create geographies and geographic knowledge, most often in the 
service of the production of real value and its eventual reinvestment. Rather 
than limiting the flexibility of CRM, this understanding informs other aspects 
of the environmental process, and opens doors to creative program alterna-
tives that allow our work to contribute to a body of knowledge regarding 
place and how place is constructed.

CRM laws and processes serve as “social regulatory mechanisms by guiding 
the meaningful recreation of cultural landscapes” (Peet 1996). CRM is an 
important aspect of the “symbolic economy,” where the production of  symbols 
is intimately connected to the production of jobs and space (Zukin 1997). 
If power entails the creation and manipulation of social signification, the mak-
ing of meaning, then CRM is clearly an avenue of power. By re-creating 
 landscapes, filling them with signs, preserving some artifacts and destroying 
others, CRM practitioners produce meaning on the landscape, and, as geogra-
pher Richard Peet has noted, thereby affect the everyday behavior of the  people 
who call these subtly manufactured places their homes (1996). Our work is 
more important than most people, including many of our colleagues, realize.

Recent scholarship has taught us that landscape is not just the result of 
work, but that it also works: it functions to create geographic knowledge and 
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to shape a sense of place. A critical approach to landscape illuminates the links 
between the appearance of the landscape and the historical forces responsible 
for its production (King 1998). Critical knowledge applied to the practice of 
CRM allows for a more honest, accurate, and democratic public history that 
is reflected in and through the resulting public works, and in doing so, fash-
ions a geography that finally restores history to its rightful role in the drama 
of our heritage.

Note

1 Having multiple layers or strata of development, somewhat visible through one 
another.
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CHAPTER 1 Culturally 
Significant Natural 
Resources: 
Where Nature 
and Culture Meet

Anna J. Willow

CHAPTER 6

Look up from this page for a moment. What do you see? A few fortunate 
readers may find themselves surrounded by forest, grassland, desert, or sea-
scape. But most people who encounter this volume will probably do so in a 
house or apartment, a university office building or library, perhaps even on a 
bus or train. These spaces – whether managed as such or not – qualify as cultural 
resources, but they are not typically considered natural. In the built environ-
ment of our cities and towns, a dichotomy between “cultural” and “natural” 
resources seems simple to draw. Cultural resources are human-made. They are 
artificial and constructed, and they arise from our societies’ rich historical and 
cultural foundations. They are our churches and monuments, our homesteads 
and thoroughfares. Natural resources, on the other hand, are more distant, 
both geographically and conceptually. They are the remote raw ingredients of 
human material cultural life. According to one standard dictionary, natural 
resources are “industrial materials and capacities (as mineral deposits and 
waterpower) supplied by nature” (Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary 2009). 
From afar, this definition may appear adequate.

But when we move away from urban life, the visible artifacts of culture 
become steadily less conspicuous. As we speed past farm fields and dilapidated 
barns or stumble upon orderly rows of mature timber, we view the fading 
fingerprints of human investment that subtly shape the form and function of 
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so many rural landscapes. Sooner or later we reach a place that looks like the 
opposite of our archetypical cityscape. With no buildings or roads in sight, we 
may think we have arrived in nature and left culture behind.

But most societies around the world – including many whose cultural 
resources we may be asked to evaluate – do not share Western ontology’s rigid 
distinction between nature and culture. For the Hagan and other groups of 
New Guinean Highlanders, Marilyn Strathern explains, “there is no culture, 
in the sense of the cumulative works of man, and no nature to be tamed and 
made productive” (Strathern 1980:219). For the Ojibwe people I work with 
in northern Wisconsin and northwestern Ontario, as well, land-based subsist-
ence, cultural identity, and spiritual worldview are inseparable from the prod-
ucts of nature and their continuing use (see Nesper et al. 2002; Willow 2008; 
Nesper and Willow 2008; Willow 2009). My point is this: Any discussion of 
culturally significant natural resources must begin by acknowledging that all 
natural resources are culturally significant in some way, shape, or form. For 
peoples who do not share Western society’s notion of nature and culture as 
categorically discrete constructs, natural resources and cultural resources are 
often one and the same.

Cultural resource managers must be willing to move beyond paradigms that 
pit nature and culture as universal antonyms in order to recognize that every 
natural resource has meanings, functions, and management implications that 
are wholly cultural. All significance – whether attributed to religious icons, 
landscapes, or trees – is attributed culturally. With this in mind, thinking 
 carefully about how we define natural resources is an essential starting point. 
A cross-culturally inclusive working definition will recognize as natural 
resources a diverse range of items that are materially and/or symbolically 
meaningful to people but not physically constructed by human enterprise. 
Culturally significant natural resources comprise the plants and animals, 
the rocks and minerals, the waters and waterways, and the landscape and 
 ecosystems that contain cultural meanings for the people who use, relate to, 
and behold them.

Stakes and Stakeholders

If we acknowledge all natural resources as culturally significant, the question 
of when resources should be managed to preserve their cultural significance 
becomes an important one. As a collection of plants and as an ecosystem, for 
example, the unkempt prairie adjacent to my neighborhood park qualifies 
 easily as a natural resource. And, while I have yet to harvest any of the plants 
or animals that live there, I have rich memories of watching my puppy grow 
into a dog and (a few years later) of my clumsy toddler becoming a nimble 
preschooler against a measuring stick of tall grass. To me, the prairie is sig-
nificant enough that these figures fill my mind’s eye each time I gaze upon 
the (usually) uninhabited scene. But is this significance “cultural”? Yes and no. 
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While the personal significance I envision for the prairie may not be shared 
by other park users, the meanings I attribute to the area (the importance 
of nuclear family and the linear flow of time) and the way I use it (to 
escape briefly into semi-natural surroundings and get a measured dose of 
physical activity) are products of early twenty-first-century middle-class 
American  culture.

Like everything humans do and think, my relationship with the prairie is 
nothing if not cultural. But what might this imply for cultural resource man-
agement (CRM)? Should the prairie be managed as a cultural resource? As a 
mnemonic for land-based memories, it is important only to me (though oth-
ers might have their own unique recollections of the same place). And, as a 
site symbolic of Midwestern suburbanites’ land-use patterns and meanings, it 
is relatively replaceable. But even more decisively, managing every natural 
resource for its cultural significance would result in a world smothered in 
overlapping layers of entangled implications and obligations. We need to focus 
our attention with this big picture in mind, to consider when the stakes 
involved in a given case truly warrant cultural resource managers’ attention.

Keeping this cautionary caveat in mind, there are countless communities 
that do possess collectively vested interests in culturally significant natural 
resources, and thousands of cases where the stakes are sufficiently high that if 
the resource in question were to be lost or degraded many people would be 
adversely affected in critical material and/or non-material ways. Indigenous 
communities have figured prominently in discussions about the management 
and preservation of culturally significant natural resources. While I do not 
suggest that natural resources are only or always culturally significant to indig-
enous peoples, this chapter continues this trend for two main reasons.

First of all, indigenous societies are what ethnobiologist Gary Paul Nabhan 
terms “cultures of habitat.” They are “human communities that have a long 
history of interaction with one particular kind of terrain and its wildlife” 
(Nabhan 1997:3). Because the natural resources used by indigenous people 
today are often the same as those used by generations of ancestors, indigenous 
communities tend to imbue these resources with a high degree of cultural 
significance. Not only has time crafted close cultural relationships between 
resources and those who interact with them, but continuing use of these 
resources also sustains living links to rich and distinctive histories. Obviously, 
this does not imply that we should conceptually “incarcerate” indigenous 
peoples in the places they live nor dispute the authenticity of indigenous indi-
viduals who choose to live in a city and earn a steady wage (Appadurai 1988; 
see also Malkki 1997). But this long history of emplaced cultural innovation 
does mean that natural resources are frequently indispensable to contempo-
rary indigenous cultural activities, art forms, and identity.

Second, following centuries of attempts by outsiders to enforce assimilation 
into surrounding settler societies, indigenous peoples’ struggles for cultural 
survival have in many cases become deeply political projects and conscious 
acts of resistance. When indigenous hunters, harvesters, and artisans perceive 
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their traditions as in urgent need of preservation, any scarcity or endangerment 
of the natural resources that make those traditions possible is liable to inspire 
calls to action. For this reason, indigenous communities often choose to des-
ignate vulnerable resources as priorities for protective management.

To get a better sense of how cultural significance and cultural survival 
 converge, let’s consider California Indian basketry. The basketry tradition is 
fundamental to many California Indian cultures and has been recognized 
by admirers around the world as a highly developed art. Found in localized 
ecosystems, many different parts of many different plants have been used to 
fashion everything from fish traps to cooking containers to ritual regalia. In addi-
tion to this diverse functionality, M. Kat Anderson observes in her study of 
California Indian resource management practices and knowledge that “the 
basketry craft, all over California, was more than a mechanical exercise, and 
baskets were more than utilitarian objects. They were absolutely central in the 
worldviews, cultures, and everyday lives of native people in California” 
(Anderson 2005:188). Among the Modoc of northeastern California, for 
instance, the origins of the world itself are associated with basketry; the Modoc 
world began as a flat disk from which the Creator worked outward, as if weaving 
as basket, until the final disk of the world took shape.

Many of the natural resources California Natives weave into baskets come 
from fields that look, to an untutored eye, a lot like my prairie. But in this case 
specific gathering sites have been tended and harvested by generations of 
weavers who apply “ancient cultural knowledge in the process of directly 
 converting plant materials into cultural objects” (Anderson 2005:189). 
Grasses, sedges, and forbs are actively managed to produce the consistent 
quality required for basketry, often in ways that blur standard boundaries 
between agricultural cultivation and gathering. Beargrass, used as an overlay 
to produce elaborate designs, is one of the most prized basketry materials 
across much of northern California. Deergrass, widely utilized as a stuffing 
material for coiled baskets, is another key natural resource. Both beargrass and 
deergrass are fire-adapted plants; since time immemorial, weavers have set 
fires to ensure the vigorous growth of these valuable species, thereby shaping 
the California landscape.

Today, these and other basketry plants are threatened by habitat loss 
resulting from rampant development, pesticide spraying (especially prob-
lematic because weavers sometimes use their teeth to split materials into 
usable strands), multiple-use policies that permit cattle to trample and graze 
plants, and fire suppression. In this instance, the first reason for indigenous 
communities’ prominence in the arena of culturally significant natural 
resource management – the fact that indigenous peoples have used basketry 
plants for many generations and have incorporated them deeply into the 
fabric of their cultural beliefs and practices – has been valid for thousands of 
years. But it was only when the plants and the basketry tradition they enable 
began to be perceived as threatened that California Natives and sympathetic 
outsiders saw the need for protective management. In short, natural resources 
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have shifted in recent times from implicitly important elements of Native life 
to explicit symbols of cultural perseverance.

In addition to the natural objects harvested and woven – literally in the case 
of basketry – into distinctive artistic traditions, there are a number of other 
ways natural resources can be culturally significant for indigenous communities. 
Often, natural resources are simultaneously economic resources. In the mixed 
economies characteristic of rural indigenous communities in the United States 
and Canada, most families depend on wild foods to supplement store-bought 
goods and commodities. Even more important than their caloric contribu-
tion, however, the harvesting and consumption of wild foods is a essential 
marker of cultural identity. In common with other northern Natives, the 
Ojibwe people I know tend to hold wild foods – things like moose meat, 
venison, beaver, walleye, wild rice, and blueberries – in higher regard than the 
commodities available for purchase in town (Wenzel 1991:137–138; Nadasdy 
2003:75–76). Not only are wild foods considered healthier, they are also 
prized as specifically “Indian” dishes. In this case, land-based subsistence is 
more than simply a source of livelihood; it is deeply symbolic of a way of life 
(Dombrowski 2001:ch. 4).

Some natural resources are employed as medicines in ethnomedical healing 
or spiritual practice. Often, these items are available only in a few rare habitats. 
In other instances, an entire ecosystem may be viewed as sacred – perhaps 
because it has been associated with seeking visions, because it is a healing 
place, or because it is believed to be the abode of a deity or mythic personage – 
and would cease to fulfill its critical function if substantively altered. In any 
case, it is usually when a resource is jeopardized that its cultural significance 
becomes consciously and publicly articulated. Many indigenous groups are 
hesitant to share the specific uses and locations of their most significant  natural 
resources – especially those that are deemed sacred – for fear of exploitation. 
Given this, it is when the potential benefits of openly disclosing such informa-
tion outweigh the dangers that natural resources’ cultural significance enters 
into cultural resource managers’ corpus of collected knowledge.

Of course, indigenous communities are not the only ones to value natural 
resources for cultural reasons. Rural families, regardless of ethnic background, 
often feel closely tied to specific plots of land, describe local resources in terms 
of their cultural value, and express their subcultural identity by celebrating 
pragmatic relationships to the land. The remote regions of Appalachia provide 
a quintessential case in point, but this dynamic can be observed across North 
America (and, I imagine, well beyond). Even urban environmental groups 
concerned about natural resources mainly for their intrinsic ecological value 
may simultaneously treasure the cultural traditions these resources enable. For 
regular users of the Pacific Crest Trail, for example, hiking where John Muir 
once trod is an act of significance not only as a form of recreation, but also as 
an expression of collective identity and history.

Some of the most interesting cases involve natural resources that are 
 culturally significant in multiple ways, for diverse groups of indigenous and 
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non-indigenous stakeholders. In the last quarter of the twentieth century, 
environmental groups seeking to protect northeastern Wisconsin’s scenic 
Wolf River joined forces with indigenous communities to defeat the proposed 
construction of a large copper–zinc sulfide mine at the river’s headwaters (see 
Gedicks 1993; O’Brien 2008). To combat the mining companies, environ-
mentalists and tribes pooled their assets and arguments to protect resources 
that were significant to both, though not necessarily in identical ways. While 
many environmentalists did care about indigenous rights, their foremost 
concerns were water quality and ecosystemic health. Tribal members, though 
concerned about declining water quality, were also deeply worried by the 
mine’s potential impacts on their wild rice harvest, the availability of medici-
nal plants, retaining access to traditional hunting grounds and spiritual sites, 
and the impending visual and auditory imposition of the mine. As well, 
Natives and environmentalists each contributed key symbolic resources to 
the campaign against the mine. Tribes were able to mount legal challenges 
based on their sovereign status. Environmentalists, on the other hand, were 
able to organize public relations and fundraising events and to direct their 
political and media connections to the anti-mine cause.

Identifying and Evaluating Culturally Significant 
Natural Resources

Not all culturally significant natural resources look alike. Although most 
 management areas encompass a constellation of diverse resources, individual 
plants, animals, waters, minerals, and landscapes may also be significant in and 
of themselves. Resources that merit attention can be large or small, widespread 
or localized, common or scarce, charismatic or unimposing. With this in mind, 
there are several broad factors to consider when identifying and evaluating 
culturally significant natural resources for potential management.

To begin with, since the resources that need protection most urgently tend 
to be brought to cultural resource managers’ attention by passionate stakehold-
ers, it makes little sense to rush out in search of resources to manage. When 
resources are not in peril, most communities would much prefer that they – 
and their resources – be left alone. CRM practitioners should do all they can 
to make themselves available and accessible, but must also be willing to allow 
new assignments to identify themselves. In the struggle against mining in 
northeastern Wisconsin, for example, the Sokaogon Chippewa Community 
chose to invite the assistance of cultural resource managers as part of a series 
of strategic moves. In 1995, the Sokaogon tribe successfully petitioned the 
United States Environmental Protection Agency for Treatment as State (TAS) 
status under the Clean Water Act, which enabled the community to establish 
its own stringent water quality standards on tribal lands (O’Brien 2008:116). 
Then, in 2002, the Sokaogon tribal council commissioned a Traditional 
Cultural Property (TCP) report to document the cultural significance of the 
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Mushgigagamongsebe District – an area that would be severely and adversely 
impacted if the mine were to be constructed. Given that “without a close and 
dynamic relationship with the District, the Sokaogon community would cease 
to exist as a distinctive, traditional group of Ojibwe people” (Nesper et al. 
2002:65), the report found the District eligible for inclusion in the National 
Register of Historic Places, thus providing a degree of legal protection to the 
area under federal historic preservation law. In October of 2003, the Sokaogon 
and neighboring Forest County Potawatomi tribes negotiated a deal to pur-
chase the proposed mining site, thus bringing a 28-year struggle to an end 
(O’Brien 2008).

In the Sokaogon case, official government recognition of the landscape’s 
cultural significance was among the many factors that increased the cost of 
the mine and led to the mining company’s withdrawal. Because natural 
resources are often associated with particular sites or landscapes, cultural 
resource laws tend to focus on places (i.e., sites, districts, monuments, and 
buildings). Utilizing these laws can therefore be a logical strategy for protect-
ing culturally valuable natural resources. In the United States, identifying a 
culturally significant natural place as a National Register eligible TCP – or a 
National Register eligible “cultural landscape” – forces federal agencies to 
consider the place’s cultural implications (see National Register of Historic 
Places 1990). At the same time, it forces CRM practitioners to pay attention 
to the natural world.

This brings us to a second broad point: Natural resources may or may not 
be associated with particular places. Culturally significant natural resources are 
often found in a tangible place. Indeed, for many types of resources, this kind 
of physical grounding is essential. The beargrass that grows in a particular 
California meadow and the medicinal plants traditionally harvested in a 
 particular wetland epitomize the stationary nature of many natural resources. 
But sometimes it’s not so simple. Pinpointing a physical, boundable place to 
manage may be impossible when mobile natural resources are involved (such 
as the gray whales harvested by the Makah tribe of Washington State, the 
diadromous salmon important to Native communities throughout the Pacific 
Northwest, or the wild horses and burros treasured by some users of the west-
ern US deserts). In these cases, it may be possible to designate rich habitat 
zones and traditional hunting grounds for place-based protection, but bring-
ing legislation designed for the protection of endangered species into play can 
also be a constructive approach. Even when culturally significant natural 
resources are – sometimes quite literally – rooted to place, drawing distinct 
boundaries often poses a challenge; in many instances abstract approximations 
(picture a dashed line on a map rather than a solid one) may be preferable, as 
was true for the Mushgigagamongsebe District (Nesper et al. 2002:4). Given 
that most modern geopolitical boundaries are arbitrary from an indigenous 
point of view, an approach that emphasizes how people experience places and 
resources rather than bounded areas is likely to be more productive (Zedeño 
et al. 1997:128).
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Third, culturally significant natural resources are significant for many different 
reasons, some immediately observable and others less so. Most commonly, 
resources are associated with traditional harvesting practices that carry 
 historical cultural activity patterns into the present. These activities can be 
readily documented. But a resource may also be related to figures or events in 
a culture’s history, mythology, and/or cosmology. At Big Lake (in northern 
Wisconsin’s Vilas County) a prominent nineteenth-century wild rice chief was 
found to be closely associated with a stand of wild rice still harvested annually 
by local Ojibwe people (Nesper and Willow 2008). In this instance, the site 
is associated with both the ongoing harvest of wild rice and an individual 
important to the tribe’s history. The San Francisco Peaks, regarded by Hopi 
as the abode of kachina deities and by Navajo as a sacred boundary marker 
(Nabokov 2006), are a prime example of a culturally significant natural 
resource that is even more empirically intangible.

Fourth, natural resources that are good candidates for management should 
possess not only traceable historical associations but also a strong contempo-
rary presence; they must be clearly relevant to and usable by living groups of 
people. In the United States, this is legally referred to in terms of “integrity of 
relationship” and “integrity of condition.” Respectively, as King puts it, “the 
group that values the site must perceive a relationship between the place and 
whatever tradition or traditional activity gives it significance” and “the prop-
erty must not be so messed up physically that it no longer can fulfill its cultural 
purpose” (King 2003:174). In most cases involving culturally significant nat-
ural resources, both types of integrity are present and are, in fact, the very 
factors that lead communities to seek protective management. If, as I recom-
mend above, cultural resource managers allow natural resource studies to 
emerge on an “as needed” basis, the association between people and the natu-
ral resources they seek to protect will often be a given. For a community to 
call for the protection of a resource for which they perceive no traditional 
significance and to which they feel no relationship would be unlikely. As well, 
it is relatively rare (though not impossible) that communities seek to protect 
resources that are already irreparably depreciated.

Finally – and perhaps most importantly – whether or not any culturally 
 significant natural resource should be documented and/or managed is a criti-
cal matter. Reflecting carefully on a few questions is well worth the time and 
effort:

Who wants the natural resource evaluated and why? Is the resource being  ●

used for any individual’s or group’s personal or political gain?
What is the political context surrounding the natural resource? Could  ●

identifying and evaluating a culturally significant natural resource cause an 
ongoing dispute to become more heated?
What are the potential consequences if a natural resource is identified or  ●

not identified? Given all the pros and cons, is there more to lose than there 
is to gain?
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Ultimately, every natural resource, every web of cultural significance, and 
every cultural resource management situation will be unique. For this reason, 
there can be no universal protocol.

Methodological Notes: Documenting Culturally 
Significant Natural Resources

Although most cultural resource managers have archaeological backgrounds, 
ethnographic methods are vital to the documentation of living communities’ 
culturally significant natural resources. For some CRM practitioners, ethnog-
raphy will be welcomed as an opportunity to interact with interesting new 
people and call one’s own taken-for-granted cultural conventions into ques-
tion. For others, it may feel a bit awkward. Cultural anthropologists typically 
spend many months (or even many years) in a culturally distinct community. 
They attempt to make sense of the complex connections between various 
aspects of cultural life, and, as ethnographic founding father Bronislaw 
Malinowski put it, struggle “to grasp the native’s point of view, his relation to 
life, to realize his version of his world” (Malinowski 1984 [1922]:25). In the 
vast majority of CRM studies, this type of time commitment is not a realistic 
possibility. Nevertheless, the basic “ethnographer’s toolkit” remains the same. 
Documenting how people utilize natural resources and how they conceptualize 
these resources’ cultural importance requires patience, a willingness to listen 
carefully, and an open mind. Once these prerequisites are in place, various 
techniques can be adapted and combined.

The most distinctive ethnographic method is known as participant-observation. 
Participant-observation entails the active participation of the researcher in 
that which he or she wishes to learn about. This means more than simply 
 sitting back, notebook in hand, as a group of Ojibwe tribal members set out 
to harvest wild rice. In order to grasp the cultural significance of wild rice for 
contemporary Ojibwe people, the researcher should be willing to play an 
active role in the harvesting process, to learn from inevitable mistakes, and to 
go home tired and itchy at the end of the day. Most of the time, the social 
dimensions and rhythmic kinesthetic experience of ricing will result in a 
 perspective that is exponentially richer than passive observation alone could 
provide. Yet, through it all, observation must also take place continuously. 
This is the paradoxical – and exhausting – reality of participant-observation; 
the researcher must simultaneously become both an active participant and a 
deliberate observer.

Because it is sometimes disruptive (or even physically impossible) to take 
notes while participating in cultural activities, ethnographers have developed 
techniques for remembering what they observe while they participate. When 
I conduct this type of research, several hours worth of “head-notes” (Emerson 
et al. 1995; Sanjek 1990) swirl in my mind at any given time. These consist of 
keywords chosen to signify a larger topic or theme. In some cases, I form the 
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first letter of each keyword into a memorable phrase that can be jotted down 
at the first convenient opportunity. Alone with my computer and my jottings 
at the end of the day, I compose detailed fieldnotes that recount the experiences 
and insights of the day.

Interviews also play a central role in the collection of ethnographic data. 
Because they tend to generate a lot of information in a relatively short period, 
interviews often take center stage when time is limited. Interviews can be of 
several types. They can be formal (the researcher sticks to a predetermined set 
of questions) or they can be informal (the researcher has some idea of the 
information desired, but lets the interview take shape conversationally). In a 
majority of cases, real interviews fall between these extremes. Although we 
often picture an interview as a one-on-one encounter, some of the most 
 interesting interviews I’ve conducted have taken place in group settings that 
allowed multiple interviewees to compare notes on the topics I raised. Nor do 
interviews have to be conducted in a sterile environment (although you may 
wish they had when you get around to transcribing tape recordings; see Ives 
(1995) for tips on tape-recording interviews). Outdoor interviews, conducted 
in physical proximity to the relevant natural resource, are often extremely 
 useful. Similarly, maps and photographs that show a resource’s locations and 
associations can be valuable tools for generating productive discussion.

Documenters of culturally significant natural resources should look to 
both the old and the new. Take photographs of the resource, both in its 
“natural” state and as community members engage with it. These images 
may be essential in making the case that a resource is legitimately culturally 
significant to a contemporary group of people and deserves to be managed 
as such. But also look to archival photographs and documents – found in 
tribal records, state and local historical societies, federal reports, and any 
other pertinent sources – that may substantiate the time depth of the asso-
ciation between the  community and the natural resource. Archaeology and 
oral history (usually collected via interviews) are also valuable for this pur-
pose. Since many organizations  dedicated to the preservation of culturally 
significant natural resources  sponsor documentary films and publications 
and maintain outstanding web sites – for examples relevant to the cases dis-
cussed in this chapter, see the California Indian Basketweavers Association 
(www.ciba.org) and the Great Lakes Indian Fish and Wildlife Commission 
(www.glifwc.org) – it is also critical for CRM practitioners to consider 
emerging channels of communication.

Managing Culturally Significant Natural Resources

The idea of management is not always regarded in a positive light. Around the 
world, the history of interaction between indigenous peoples and settler socie-
ties is filled with tales of colonizers’ misguided attempts to manage indigenous 
lives. Sometimes the most culturally appropriate form of “management” is 
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none at all. But when CRM best practices and local communities agree that 
there are good reasons for formal management and that the benefits of 
 identifying and documenting the cultural significance of natural resources 
outweigh the risks, a carefully constructed management program can leave a 
positive legacy for future generations. In some situations, a natural resource 
can be managed autonomously, for its own sake. Some threatened plant, 
 animal, or invertebrate species may be eligible for protective management at 
the tribal, state, or federal level. If an indigenous group values a place-based 
natural resource and that resource is located on tribal lands, the designation 
of a management zone can guide responsible use of the resource in question. 
But more often than not, resources indispensable to indigenous cultural 
beliefs, practices, and identity are located on lands that are not tribally owned. 
On state and federal public lands, other uses of the resource and its surround-
ings – complementary or competing – must be taken into account.

Ideally, responsibility for managing culturally significant natural resources 
would be granted to the people with the most to lose, but this is not always 
possible. When this is the case, cooperative management is an essential approach. 
Some promising tales of cooperative management come from California, where 
state and federal officials have begun to acknowledge indigenous rights to 
 basketry resources and consult with indigenous communities to incorporate 
traditional practices – including fire – into management protocols. In the Sierra 
National Forest, managers are working with Mono people to “re-create the 
ancient Mono practice of burning deergrass in order to increase its flower stalk 
production and eliminate accumulated dead leaves” (Anderson 2005:314) and 
in the Plumas and Lassen National Forests a project known as the Maidu 
Cultural and Development Group is employing traditional knowledge in 
 ecological restoration programs (Anderson 2005).

The impacts that jeopardize culturally significant natural resources are 
diverse. Some of the most prevalent issues – habitat loss, urban development, 
toxic contamination, cattle grazing, and mining – have already been men-
tioned. The impacts that concern stakeholders will be case-specific and are 
likely to be among the reasons for considering cultural resource management. 
In a perfect world, undesirable impacts on culturally significant natural 
resources wouldn’t have to happen. In reality, though, adverse effects are 
sometimes unavoidable. To imagine a hypothetical but plausible example, let’s 
say a popular fishing lake in northern Wisconsin is located on National Forest 
land. The shallow and marshy side of the lake has an excellent stand of wild 
rice that local Ojibwe families harvest each year. The lake is also popular with 
recreational boaters and anglers. Because dozens of motorboats speed past the 
wild rice every hour of every summer day, the stand is declining. Tribal mem-
bers and cultural resources managers feel the stand deserves protection, but 
the boaters and anglers cannot simply be kicked off the lake without a major 
political conflict. In a case like this, mitigation is usually recommended. 
Mitigation typically means one of three things: the effects on the natural 
resource can be minimized (since boats with large gasoline motors damage 
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the wild rice more than those with small electric motors, a limit on motor size 
and type could be enacted), rectified (a comprehensive study focused on 
 preserving wild rice at a regional level could be funded), and/or compensated 
(the tribe could be given funds equal to the value of the lost resource) (see 
King 2003:194).

But what about impacts that cannot be mitigated? All the management in 
the world is unlikely to stop the emerald ash borer – an invasive beetle now 
killing millions of North American ash trees – from destroying the black ash 
used by basketweavers in the northeastern United States and Canada. 
Collectively and as individual stands of trees, black ash unquestionably quali-
fies as a culturally significant natural resource. The black ash basketry tradition 
is dependent upon the availability of one tree species (black ash is unique in 
that its growth rings split cleanly to form weavable splints). Black ash trees are 
now threatened not by habitat loss or development, but by an invasive insect 
discovered in southeastern Michigan in 2002. What can be done in this case? 
The only hope for saving ash trees is to apply costly insecticidal chemical treat-
ments – and even then there is no guarantee. Could young trees be grown in 
a protected nursery and then moved outdoors and chemically treated until 
harvested? Obviously, this management option is both intensive and expen-
sive. Another possibility is seed banking to preserve genetic material from ash 
trees so that if and when a solution is found the species can be reestablished 
on the landscape. But can the black ash basketry tradition survive in the mean-
time? Obviously, there are no easy answers.

Concluding Thoughts

Because indigenous communities and the resources they hold dear have 
drawn cultural resource managers’ attention to the concept of culturally sig-
nificant natural resources, I have spotlighted these communities here and 
conclude with some related reflections on the practice and purpose of CRM. 
A constructive working relationship between indigenous communities and 
government agencies requires listening carefully to indigenous perspectives 
on natural resources. Zedeño et al. call for a contextual approach to the man-
agement of American Indian resources that is “rooted in traditional land- and 
resource-use practices and entails focusing on concrete human-land interac-
tions that transform places and resources into landmarks [discrete locations 
of human–land interaction that may be sacred as well as secular and/or his-
torical] and landscapes [networks of interaction between people and land-
marks]” (1997:125). Given this, the role of the anthropologically trained 
cultural resource manager is to “provide conceptual and practical links 
between traditional views and government interests” (Zedeño et al. 1997:123). 
This amounts to a task of translation, and is as relevant to understanding 
the interests of non-indigenous local groups as it is to interactions with 
 indigenous communities.
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Good translation means understanding multiple sides of a complex dialogue. 
It means being able to successfully bridge the gaps that divide indigenous, 
local, and governmental modes of communication, systems of value, and views 
of the natural/cultural world. It means giving diverse cultural understandings 
of natural resources the respect and attention they deserve. For many of the 
world’s peoples, natural resources are not just the power, timber, and minerals 
produced by Fortune 500 companies. They are food and art, myth and history. 
They are concrete symbols of individual and group identity. They are where 
nature and culture meet.
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CHAPTER 1 History as a Cultural 
Resource

Deborah Morse-Kahn

CHAPTER 7

Introduction

To say that history is a cultural resource seems self-evident. What could be 
more central to a community’s, a family’s, a nation’s culture than its history? 
But cultural resource management (CRM) tends to define only tangible things, 
structures and the structured – buildings, sites, landscapes, neighborhoods – as 
its “resources.”

Many in this world of professional endeavor ask where “resource” is in history. 
Can you call history a “resource” when it is not a thing that can be touched, 
given boundaries, “managed”? In the world of CRM, history is relegated to 
the supporting role of context for the tangible thing we are reviewing and 
describing. In its shiniest role, we will document the story, the history, of that 
tangible thing as a mitigation of its loss.

This chapter is largely about history as it is represented in its many tangible 
forms, all of which in our line of work already hold the distinction of being 
designated cultural resources in their own right: manuscripts, drawings, maps, 
photographs, and recordings by people whose memories and reflections on a 
moment in time and place are being shared for the benefit of the community. 
The list need not stop there: digital media, film, videotape, microfilm, mud-brick 
tablets, inscriptions in stone, all count as critical resources in the building of an 
accurate and engaging story.

But we first want to discuss history, as it might be represented in these vari-
ous forms, as a cultural resource in its own right, and what a cultural resource 
manager can do to preserve or otherwise manage it. We will try to provide 
some suggestions for scholars and enthusiasts just gaining familiarity with 
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CRM about how historical data can best be gathered, organized, and applied 
to research and management problems in CRM. And we will identify sources 
of information for historical data to use both in research and to support the 
management of associated resources.

There is a practical process, a checklist that, if faithfully tracked, yields up 
what documentation waits to be found, with the understanding that one inevi-
tably concludes a research effort with holes in the fabric of the historical narra-
tive where wanted items remained elusive or were never brought into historical 
societies, libraries, government agency archives, private collections, and the like.

And even if found, an item of historical narrative value may yield far less 
practical information than we would wish: historical researchers live for those 
everyday folks who, together in time and place, make decisions and live lives 
based on those decisions, and thoroughly record these outcomes – “outcomes” 
being what we call history. Who among us hasn’t fervently wished that the 
photographer had taken one more moment to record date, place, names, 
activity on the back of that image we find in a general topical folder?

So, we will also want to speak to the qualities of mind (patience is indeed a 
CRM virtue, acceptance comes right behind it) and the kinds of education, 
training, and practical experience that can best equip a person to deal equably 
with this checklist of vast historical narrative possibilities.

History as a Resource

Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.
George Santayana

Merriam-Webster defines resource variously as “a source of supply or support,” 
a “source of wealth or revenue,” or a “feature or phenomenon that enhances 
the quality of human life.” 

History is all these things. Its lessons supply us with ideas and cautions, and 
support us in our endeavors – if we have absorbed those lessons and given 
them thoughtful consideration. Learning from past successes and errors can 
often bring us wealth both tangible and intangible. And, though history can 
be painful to consider (one need only reflect on war or epidemics or great 
natural disasters to understand such anguish), its lessons can greatly enhance 
the quality of our lives if we are willing to accept the facts and the constant 
human element, the human factor, in the unfolding of any history.

Objects that we are regularly contracted to research and discuss – structures, 
landscapes, sites – are solid, real. But the story of those tangible objects, the his-
tory, is a very intangible resource; it is a thing of memory, of perception, of 
belief and expression. So what is it about history that a cultural resource  manager 
can … manage?

Obviously, with respect to documentary history, the physical materials 
themselves are resources that require management through the craft of the 
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trained archivist and the advances in media storage technology. If we do not 
manage materials, we get deterioration: books burn, paper rots or is eaten by 
bugs and transformed to mush by microorganisms. Film gets brittle, breaks, 
dissolves into powder. Glass negatives fade. Cellulose nitrate negatives explode 
(lots of fun for the uninitiated)! Digital media too easily become corrupted 
and are by nature short-lived. Retaining the physical records of history or 
transforming them from fragile to more durable forms are the kinds of  cultural 
resource management miracles that our critical lab and collections partners 
perform daily. We are greatly in their debt.

And then there is a very special subcategory of historical narrative: oral his-
tories. While still captured for us via tape or digital recorder, these unique 
cultural resources are more ineffable: they are literally the interactions among 
neurons in the brains of living people. Since we cannot keep people alive and 
mentally alert forever, managing oral histories as a resource means extracting 
information from those neural interactions. This in turn means prevailing on 
those whose brains store memories to verbalize them, and arranging to record 
what they say, and then preserving that record just as one does with any kind 
of documentary history.

And sometimes the oral history is retained in memory by a person or persons, 
passed on by oral storytelling tradition. Thus, even a human being can become 
a documentary historic cultural resource.

Managing Documentary Cultural Resources

In the contexts in which CRM is ordinarily performed, i.e., planning and deci-
sion making about the management of land and buildings, and analyzing the 
environmental impacts of construction and land-use projects, what documentary 
historical resources may need to be managed?

Consider two real-life examples:

An historic public building, an ornate nineteenth-century wood-frame  ●

rural county courthouse in the Upper Midwest, is being considered for 
renovation or, in a worst-case scenario, demolition.1 CRM professionals in 
partnership with the state’s historic preservation office and state archives 
team up to make a survey of the condition of the long-empty building and 
to look for any remaining records and artifacts.

In the attic, or more accurately, in the cupola atop the attic of this vast, 
echoing three-story structure, are boxes (and boxes, and boxes) of dust-thick 
papers documenting the departmental activities of the county’s services to its 
citizenry. These papers surely contain valuable historical data: under current 
state regulations, all such documents are turned over to the State Archivist on 
a regular schedule, but these papers are obviously quite old: the paper is yellowed 
and crumbling, showing exposure to weather from broken panes of glass in 
the windows. Handwritten records show spidery writing in a style taught a 

King_c07.indd   130King_c07.indd   130 2/4/2011   7:00:15 PM2/4/2011   7:00:15 PM



HISTORY AS A CULTURAL RESOURCE  131

century ago. It is also obvious that bats have made the cupola their home, 
coming and going through gaping windows, for over a century. Just extracting 
these materials will require special suits and masks. Fun!

The documents certainly ought to be looked at, evaluated by someone 
qualified to make responsible judgments about them, and if historically signifi-
cant, preserved and made available for study. This of course requires that the 
papers be carefully documented as to their location (which may itself be a 
significant piece of historical data), relocated to a controlled environment to 
ensure their safekeeping and to halt their deterioration, and then examined, 
sorted, weeded, described, copied as necessary, fumigated if necessary, treated 
to arrest decay, and stored following best archival practices.

A state historical society and a state university partner with the New Deal’s  ●

Works Progress Administration (WPA) to make a study of an urban river-
side tract of land that was once occupied by late nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century just-off-the-boat immigrants.2 A number of photo-
graphic images of the district are held in both societies’ collections, and 
many of the original cabins and tiny houses – derelict or deteriorated – are 
on their original sites and most still tenanted, but few memoirs or letters 
exist, the photographs are less than a dozen, and the land is being eyed by 
the state university for a major campus expansion.

Yet this tract of land was the major jumping-off point for a significant 
number of the Eastern Europeans and Scandinavians who made it “to the top 
of the hill” and moved on and out into the city to make permanent homes. 
The memories that such people might still have of this land, how it was used, 
when their ancestors came to live there and what their lives were like, are all 
parts of the history of the tract, which all consulting historians and writers 
agree must not be forgotten. Time is of the essence: those who were once 
children here are now in their 60s and 70s and, if they can be found, are car-
rying the story of the land in their heads – and in their hearts.

The WPA writers fan out to interview past and current residents and area 
neighborhood business, cull materials from government land records, immigra-
tion papers, state, county, and city historical society collections, and consult 
with university faculty and staff who have had a longstanding presence on the 
campus across the river. The result is one of the priceless publications generated 
by the WPA writers in the years before World War II: the University of Minnesota 
underwrites the cost of the book and, for the first time, the story of this little 
patch of urban land on the Mississippi River is set down in print (WPA 1941).3 
And the boxes and boxes of papers, interview notes, resource lists, drafts, and 
photographs are returned to, or added to, collections held by the University of 
Minnesota, the Minnesota Historical Society, and the Library of Congress.

The challenge of oral histories, the preserving of stories of “what was” from 
being forgotten, requires first prevailing upon those who possess them to 
share, and then recording what they have to say. Oral historical interviewing 

King_c07.indd   131King_c07.indd   131 2/4/2011   7:00:15 PM2/4/2011   7:00:15 PM



132  DEBORAH MORSE-KAHN

and recordation is a complex discipline, and occupies a special niche in the 
world of CRM professional skills. Happily, the craft can be taught, and the 
army of oral history volunteers who are very well trained and out in the field 
in every city and county in every state in this nation and others testifies to 
the understanding that this particular form of cultural resources has unique 
properties: immediacy and emotional connection.

In some cases, those who hold historical memories in their minds may not 
be willing to share them with the world at large. A traditional indigenous 
group, for example, may regard historical information as something to be 
shared only within a clan or religious society; or a family, well aware of its 
impact on a local or regional community, may wish to keep the details of 
its collective history to itself so as to not inflict emotional harm or generate 
accusations of defamation.

In such cases, it may not be possible to make a record, but it may be feasible 
to arrange for memory-holders to transmit their recollections to others in 
specific groups or contexts – the correct clan, the right family member, the 
library that will guarantee to keep the information under lock and key for a 
century. Such arrangements may complicate the job of preserving oral history, 
but they do not make it impossible. And such arrangements occur more often 
than we may realize.

A final word on oral histories: Challenge yourself to look at every interviewee 
with new eyes and “fresh ears.” Allow yourself to depart from list of questions 
drafted for your project interviewee list when your subject takes a turn to an 
unexpected topic, issue, or anecdote. Let the recorder run. If necessary, 
expand your list of interviewees. The results can be marvelous. This is basic 
training in approaches to oral history technique. Donald Ritchie, in his classic 
work Doing Oral History, tells us that “… the more the interviewers studied 
their practice, the more they realized that no one group had an exclusive 
understanding of the past.”4

History in the Management of Tangible Resources

While a document is a tangible thing, as is a living person sharing their mem-
ories, generally when people speak of “tangible” cultural resources they are 
talking about buildings, sites, landscapes, neighborhoods – places of some 
kind, or perhaps large movable objects such as trains, ships, aircraft, or smaller 
artifacts such as tools, weapons, and memorabilia. With the exception of the 
aforementioned mandated schedule of moving government records to the 
state’s archives, it is these tangible resources that are generally subject to 
international, national, state/provincial, and local cultural heritage laws and 
programs.

Managing tangible cultural resources typically involves three major steps. 
First, the resource has to be identified, e.g., found on the ground and charac-
terized. Next, it is evaluated to decide whether it has cultural significance 
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against formally established standards. If it does, then steps may be taken, or 
at least considered, to ensure that its significant characteristics are preserved, 
or recorded before they are destroyed or lost to the ravages of time. 
Documentary and oral histories play important roles in these three activities.

Virtually every guide to the conduct of archaeological survey, historic prop-
erty identification, or other study aimed at locating and characterizing cultural 
resources emphasizes the need for fieldwork to be preceded by background 
research (cf. Bluestone 2011; King 2007; Tyler 2009). Some of this research 
may be geographic, ecological, or administrative – what are an area’s landforms 
like, what grows or growls there, what laws apply to it and who manages it – 
but much of it is historical. What is known about the prehistory of the area, 
the ethnography of its indigenous inhabitants in the past and present, and its 
historical development over the centuries? How have patterns of land use 
changed? What kinds of buildings have been built, by whom, and why? How 
has the local, regional, national, and international economy been reflected in 
the area’s buildings, settlements, farmsteads, field systems? How have wars, 
fires, floods, gold rushes, and timber booms affected the area being studied? 
How have its residents and cultural character been affected by economic and 
political change, programs, forced emigrations, or assimilations?5

Without this kind of historical information, we cannot hope to understand 
the sites, buildings, mines, mills, wagon traces, and mounds we find when we 
go out onto the land. Ideally, a good deal of basic historical research will 
 precede any CRM fieldwork, and contingency time provision should be made 
for the (inevitable) additional historical research prompted by the discovery of 
field findings that prompt new questions or point the researcher in a new 
direction. A common North American example is the discovery of crossover 
artifacts from early European trade at a longtime indigenous people’s village 
site. It is not uncommon to find such artifacts, but if you are solidly schooled 
in the presence of the French – and only the French – in the site area in the 
1800s and start finding British uniform buttons, it does raise some very inter-
esting questions. And you will get to chase those questions with a return to 
state and national early exploration manuscript and artifact and cartographic 
holdings. The long-held understanding of the story as everyone knew it … is 
suddenly being challenged.

Once a place – or thing – has been noted that might be historically signifi-
cant, it is usually necessary to do more research aimed at understanding its 
specific character: its time period, its style, what individuals or groups were 
associated with it, how it was used, how its use and character changed through 
time, etc. In the United States, the results of this research are usually applied 
to evaluating the place against the “criteria of significance” that are the thresh-
olds of eligibility for the National Register of Historic Places (36 CFR 60.4). 
Some states, many Indian tribes, and numerous local governments have their 
own criteria, as of course do the cultural authorities of other nations. Advance 
consideration of who will need to evaluate what you have found, and against 
what code(s), is vital.
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The historical research data should be organized in ways that relate as directly 
as possible to the criteria. For example, one of the National Register’s criteria 
is that a place is significant if it is associated with significant events in the past, 
so we need to ask ourselves – and the historical record – what significant events 
the place we’re looking at may have been associated with. Was there a battle 
here? Was something invented on the premises? Was a treaty signed? Or is the 
place associated with some broader pattern of events, such as the development 
of agriculture in the area, the industrial revolution, the national dam authority 
establishment, the dust-bowl years of the Great Depression?

If you can make a case for your place or thing being historically significant, 
and whoever the responsible authorities may be are persuaded, then your 
 historically significant object begins a new life. Perhaps it will be preserved, 
maybe rehabilitated if it has fallen into disrepair, perhaps interpreted for the 
public. Or, despite its beauty or its associations, perhaps it will be destroyed to 
make way for modern activities but, if so, it will almost certainly be docu-
mented in a manner prescribed in professional or governmental standards.

The preservation of a place or thing, as well as documentation-before- 
destruction, are processes that almost always will require additional historical 
research – and often of significant depth. If the place turns out not to be “offi-
cially” historic (e.g., not eligible for the US National Register, or not of inter-
est for local designation), it may still be worth documenting, and may contain 
documents and artifacts that are themselves historic.

In a famous case in Washington, DC, a mid-nineteenth-century building 
was found to be ineligible for the National Register because its exterior had 
been altered so greatly over the years; thus, it had lost its architectural integ-
rity. The building was to be demolished, but a construction worker planning 
the demolition discovered a sealed-off room containing furniture and papers 
from the period of the US Civil War, proving that the room had been used by 
Clara Barton, founder of the American Red Cross, in her wartime efforts to 
help the families of soldiers find their burial places on the war’s battlefields.6 
The papers themselves were invaluable historical documents, and they forced 
a reevaluation of the building, leading to its preservation.

Methods and Sources

“…consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds.”
Ralph Waldo Emerson

What methods should we employ when studying historical documents and 
collecting oral history?

Emerson’s quote as given here is the commonly known line. But what 
Emerson actually said was “A foolish consistency …” That’s quite different, 
yes? In the search for historical documentation to support and surround our 
potentially historic place, site, landscape, or neighborhood with context and 
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facts, the process is all. And the process in theory ought never to vary, no 
 matter what is being surveyed. Many CRM professionals create or adapt 
extensive checklists that can cover virtually every research contingency, and 
then adapt that standardized checklist to the case at hand. As you obtain materi-
als from each resource, put them in folders and docket them with the source 
and the date found. You will return to these folders, and the checklist that cov-
ers them, again and again, straight through to your final report, and to products 
such as interpretive displays, publications, and archived documentation.

An example: your checklist covers potential resources and holdings for every 
kind of historic site from A to Z, from Antioch College7 to the historic Zinc 
Mines of Tennessee.8 Clearly, if you’re surveying an abandoned mine in the 
Appalachians, you are going want entirely different kinds of documents than 
those which would support a survey of an historic college campus in the Upper 
Midwest.

A good checklist will take you to the usual suspects: the appropriate State 
Historic Preservation Office; the Office of the State Archaeologist; the library 
of the State Historical Society; specialized collections holding cartographic, 
photographic, architectural, archaeological, and mechanical materials; the 
county registrar; the city’s main library; the county historical society; the city’s 
historical society.

Then there are the less usual suspects, consulted at need: in the United 
States, the state transportation or national resources department; the US Army 
Corps of Engineers; National Riverway offices; regional watershed district 
offices; city and county engineers’ offices; the heritage preservation officer and 
commission for the city or township in which you are working; the local bars.

I’m sorry, you said what?
Indeed. Any good historic preservation researcher knows that those who 

really know … are in the local watering holes. Many is the time when we have 
sipped diet soda flourished with a slice of lemon while listening to one of the 
longtime residents describe in astonishing detail the cavern at the bend of the 
river that they always used to play in as children, and aren’t those old paintings 
on the wall really great?

More commonly, you’ll meet someone who knows someone who knows 
someone who knows a lot about the family that once lived in that house you are 
surveying for eligibility. And you learn that the entire family died in a pre-Civil 
War cholera epidemic carried upriver on a paddlewheel steamer and that all the 
passengers but one known to have been on that steamer eventually died … and 
that this family’s name was not on the list. And the only survivor turns out to be 
the father of this family that died, a doctor trained at Harvard who came west 
to start a new life, which explains why his name is not on the one monolithic 
headstone standing for the family. And that this physician enlisted with his area 
regiment and rose to be corps surgeon and brought Ulysses S. Grant through a 
bout of cholera while waiting out the Confederates at Vicksburg ….

It happens. All the time. And so your photocopied checklist, which you 
insert into every new project folder, has at the bottom “RHC.” Real human 
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contact. There is no replacement for it, and it is often your first and best 
source of history.

If we return for a moment to our list of collections and agency records, it’s 
worthwhile to highlight some holdings which are a “must do” for any project. 
In the United States, there’s your State Historic Preservation Officer’s “historic 
contexts” and county survey files; your state historical society’s cartographic 
materials; and the records of any local historical society.

Researching and writing “historic contexts” – basically, as the name implies, 
discussions of local, regional, or topic-focused history that give context to 
the evaluation of historic places – has been promoted by US National Park 
Service standards since the 1980s; such contexts are routinely prepared both 
by State Historic Preservation Officers (SHPOs) and by CRM contractors 
who file reports with the State. While they are often rather rote exercises that 
are then copied in report after report wholesale, without amendment, they 
are still a place to start, and may contain clues to related subject matter. 
Pursuing these clues can bring you much new material if you will chase them 
down. Importing the historic context straight from the SHPO’s notebook or 
web site is forgivable but lazy: use the context as a start, but build on it; add 
your own original material where you can.

The SHPO’s county survey filing cabinets may hold real treasures: anything 
may be there, from the c.1970 note of a federally funded “windshield survey” 
of old buildings along a network of rural roads to extensive documentation 
supporting nominations to the National Register of Historic Places. You 
might find some unexpected gifts among the notes and contact photo sheets 
attached to the early survey materials, and nomination forms have bibliogra-
phies that can provide new directions for research.

Maps, like good photographs, can tell a thousand stories. If you are uncom-
fortable with cartography – and many are – make a point to find a more 
comfortable relationship with this special kind of historical documentation. 
The earlier the map, of course, the more exciting things are likely to get, but 
there is a world of information in more current cartographic materials. The 
state road maps of the mid-1950s will show you where the roads went before 
the Interstate Highway System construction was begun. The latest versions 
of the US Geological Survey quadrangles in the US Ordnance Maps in the 
United Kingdom, and their equivalents in other countries, may still show an 
old village name long after the visible remnants of that crossroads community 
have disappeared, and cemeteries not noted in the file cabinet reports may 
suddenly show up as if out of nowhere.

All of the above materials will yield fresh clues which you can take to the 
local historical society of a town or village. Here are the people who will know 
exactly what you are referring to, and where it is, or was, and who might still 
know something about it. You will also find wonderful local materials – letters, 
diaries, scrapbooks, newspaper files – stored in cabinets and drawers in a 
 manner with the best of intentions and the worst of current archival technolo-
gies. You will be a good guest, say nothing about storage horrors, accept the 
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generosity and aid of some remarkably kind residents, and, later, repay their 
friendship and help with a referral to any agencies, organizations, or experts 
you know who can offer assistance in upgrading the housing of all those won-
derful historical materials to some form of acid-free, fire-resistant housing.

Preparing to do History in CRM

It is easy to say that a university degree in history or a closely related subject is 
both necessary and sufficient preparation for historical research in CRM, but 
this is not entirely true. Many exceptionally skilled avocationals are working 
today in all areas of CRM and contributing significantly to the historic record.

If this is true, what does a baccalaureate degree provide you? A masters 
degree? A doctorate?

The short answer is: credentials. And, in a country and world increasingly 
competitive for too few contracts to go around, credentials can carry the day. 
Well, at least get you in the door. Many – most – CRM groups are small shops, 
partnerships, and individuals who travel widely or, conversely, specialize so 
 specifically that they are almost always called upon for their niche knowledge.

The difference between a baccalaureate degree with a double major in history 
and anthropology (with archaeology field experience) and a masters degree in 
public history or cultural resource management is the level of skill one is 
expected to present to back up those sheepskins. The higher degree is also the 
key to management of a team or a lab, and to support your reputation and 
expertise amongst your peers. And if you wish to publish your findings, the 
masters degree is virtually implied.

The doctorate is special. It may not open many more doors than the masters 
degree, but the doors that it does open are very special: academic appointments 
with similarly credentialed colleagues and an environment comprised of the 
world’s community of CRM experts. Presentation at national and international 
topical symposia is usually dominated by PhDs and their doctoral students. It is a 
world where you can really get down to splitting hairs: right down to the tiniest 
minutiae of your area of interest.

Where do you belong on this arc of education? It depends on what you 
want as the outcome, where and how you hope to be working, and with 
whom. Encouragement to the masters degree is now common, being the best 
of the middle paths and the nicest key to have in your pocket.

Making History, Recording History, 
Writing History

Every one of us makes history, and witnesses history in the making, every day 
of our lives. It is a startling concept to share with a seminar group, conference 
attendees, and professional association meetings that, by discussing subject X, 
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we are – all of us – part of the continuing story of that place, that person, that 
event. Children, who are blessedly nonlinear in their thinking, grasp this 
immediacy of the historic continuum with ease. Adults, locked into a lifetime 
of method and process and straightline thinking, struggle far more to under-
stand that the history of what they are researching is now tied to their own 
shirttails. In other words, they are now involved.

Every one of us who does historical research is aware – regretfully aware – 
of how much never gets recorded, how much is discarded after being written 
down, how much is not acknowledged to have interest or merit and so is 
shoved at the back of desk drawer or the bottom of a storage box, how many 
are allowed to leave this earth without sharing a life story … and so an immeas-
urable wealth of precious details are lost to us.

With that on our minds, we want to end this chapter by writing about 
some of the things that are consistently not found in the historical record, in 
hopes of encouraging readers to be especially sensitive to these kinds of data, 
to capture them when they can, and to refrain from throwing them out with 
the trash.

At the top of the list are photographs. To be clearer: dated and identified 
photographs. Nothing brings a moment in time and place across the years like 
one great photograph: the details of building styles, landscape, clothing, trans-
port, signage, any clue to who – what – where – when will ideally lead to the 
why-ness of it all. But that image leaves us helpless without the pen notes on 
the back.

Next on the list is a fading commodity: personal letters, journals, memoirs, 
diaries. In an age of electronic communication, we nevertheless feel a thrill of 
connection as we read the faded inked sentences in the correspondence of a 
person who holds, or once held, a special relationship with the place or site or 
building you are interested in. A century ago everyone wrote, copiously. The 
arrival of the postcard, and then the typewriter, began to change how people 
stayed in touch, and the emphasis on the life of the great and near-great took 
over a nation of strong and independent pioneers who wrote letter, memoirs, 
and diaries for posterity: in the decades after 1900, few of us felt we were 
“important” enough to document our lives.

In your chase for the threads of your historical narrative, you will suddenly 
be puzzled by the absence of something that you expected to find, and that is 
the final item on our list.

That Thing.
It is different for every researcher and every research event. The missing 

piece. It should have been there. And you are left without an answer that 
you now want as much for your own enthrallment with the story as for the 
completion of your historical record. Welcome to inevitable hole in the 
 historical narrative fabric.

What’s to be done?
Unfortunately, not much, if anything at all. You have made a good-faith 

effort to find what you wanted to fill out your narrative, and there you must 
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be content. It’s a very tough moment but there is still something to be done: 
write an addendum, or an “afterword,” about what was not found. Future 
readers will see this note, appreciate your frankness and your thoroughness, 
and will be alert to new possibilities still waiting to be discovered if, years later, 
that missing piece turns up in someone’s estate papers, bottom of a desk 
drawer, out of a dusty box.

And so we turn, finally, to the qualities of mind needed to do CRM work 
well. Yes, we are all capable of tossing off a CRM report under the wire of a 
deadline and meeting the scantiest of acceptable reportage standards, and 
there are times when budget constraints and deadlines drive our work. But it 
can be much more rewarding than that. This never-ending conflict of wanting 
to do our best work and too often not having the time to do so can set up a 
serious headache. So take two aspirin and call on your qualities of mind:

patience;
acceptance;
perseverance;
perceptiveness;
adaptability;
horse sense;
persnicketyness (it’s a real word, we looked it up);
tolerance.

And: a wholehearted acceptance of the great range of the human experience, 
and a wholehearted enjoyment of what you have just created – for your client, 
certainly, but for your local, state, and national community, the citizenry as a 
whole. Now they, too, have a new story that belongs to them all, and you 
made that happen.

Believe it.

Notes

1 Chisago County Courthouse, State of Minnesota, c.1990.
2 Bohemian Flats, City of Minneapolis, Minnesota, c.1940.
3 WPA (Works Progress Administration) 1941. The Bohemian Flats / compiled by 

the workers of the Writers’ Program of the Work Projects Administration in the 
State of Minnesota; with an introduction by Thaddeus Radzilowsky. Minneapolis, 
MN: University of Minnesota Press.

4 Ritchie, Donald A. 2003. Doing Oral History. P. 24. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press.

5 In Howell and Prevenier’s From Reliable Sources, the authors describe the require-
ment that we review documentary historical resources “… ethnographically, looking 
for patterns of behavior, of language, of ways of telling a story.” P. 111. Howell, 
Martha C. and Walter Prevenier. 2001. From Reliable Sources: An Introduction to 
Historical Methods. New York: Cornell University Press.
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6 Newly discovered artifacts reveal Clara Barton’s post-civil war work in Washington, 
DC. December 11, 1997. Washington, DC – A tin sign with black background 
and gold letters announcing Miss Clara Barton’s MISSING SOLDIERS OFFICE 
which was found recently along with other historic artifacts in a third floor attic in 
Washington, DC, gives new proof of Barton’s activities following the Civil War 
and before she founded the American Red Cross. At http://www.nps.gov/ncro/
PublicAffairs/PressReleases/yl_Clara_Barton_Artifacts_Found__11Dec97.html 
(accessed Nov.11, 2010).

7 The historic Antioch College, a 158-year-old institution in Yellow Springs, Ohio 
is at this writing closed due to budget crisis.

8 Asarco operates four zinc mines near Knoxville, Tennessee. Of the four, the historic 
Leadville Mine has ceased operation due to exhausted ore reserves and the New 
Market mine has suspended operations.
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Portable Cultural 
Property: “This 
Belongs in a 
Museum?”

Wendy Giddens Teeter

CHAPTER 8

Introduction

This chapter is about tangible “movable” cultural material. This category ranges 
quite widely from the smallest art, artifacts, and tools to large sculpture, and even 
land, water, and aircraft. In each case where a collection of such material is treated 
as a cultural resource, at some point in the past a determination was made that 
the collection should be preserved and protected for the future. The collection 
was then given to a museum or repository for formal long-term care and man-
agement (curation). The specific objects included for curation in each case depend 
on the donor as well as on any applicable laws and the involvement of stakehold-
ers and/or descendant communities. Material culture can come together to form 
stories of events that shape the world in which we live. This chapter looks at mov-
able tangible cultural materials from the perspective of a museum curator and 
archaeologist from within a Western framework. While attempts are made to 
mention multiple perspectives on the care and vision of places and objects, there 
are always alternative views and topics concerning the subject.

Importance of Curation

The overall goal of curation is to provide the best care, management, access, 
and basic information possible about the materials within a facility over the 
long term (Sullivan and Childs 2003:2–3). One of the main reasons for 
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 curating these cultural materials is their importance in the physical manifesta-
tion and support for creating and telling stories or histories about the recent 
and long-ago past. In this way, access and involvement by researchers, educa-
tors, and stakeholders are vital. Repositories become cultural safe houses for 
remembering people, places, and events. There is a great range in facilities 
that curate cultural materials. They include university, private, government, 
and tribal museums, cultural centers, visitor centers, and repositories (National 
Park Service 1990:37632). Likewise, the mission and range of cultural materi-
als housed in the facility can be broad (such as anthropology, natural history, 
art) or very specific (such as the Pio Pico House or the Dali Museum). The 
movable cultural materials contained in such facilities can be divided into three 
classes: art, ethnographic objects, and archaeological objects.

What Is Movable Cultural Material?

Art

Since there is so much diversity within movable cultural materials, it is 
 important to subdivide the types of objects included to make discussion easier 
and more specific.

The first major division in movable objects is art, modern or ancient – 
 comprising objects collected primarily for intrinsic or esthetic reasons. This 
category is separated from others for a variety of pragmatic reasons, but most 
importantly because the objects are chosen for emotional and at times mon-
etary value. These objects may be modern, prehistoric, or historic in age and 
from any location in the world. There may be no readily identifiable links 
between objects in an art collection or they may be extremely specific in their 
relationships to one another. An individual object may enter the museum with 
lots of information about where and when the donor acquired the object, 
even if it does not relate to the original creation of the piece. Unfortunately, 
primary original contextual information may be sacrificed for the acquisition 
with materials and only a general culture or location may be ascertainable. 
Often the primary concern for an object’s care by the collector is to preserve 
its monetary and esthetic value. Each piece may have been evaluated by 
 dealers, experts, or a more general audience in terms of its worth, preserva-
tion, and quality. An individual object’s preservation may be attributable to 
an investment aspect, which is not really seen in other categories of movable 
objects.

Ethnographic

The second large group of movable cultural materials is distinguished as  having 
been removed from their original context by a researcher or community 
 member. Context is of primary importance. The objects and their  documentation 
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are valuable in answering research questions that concern the maker or user 
culture and/or the individual types of objects. This category can be further 
divided between ethnographic and archaeological types.

Ethnographic objects are representative material culture that documents a 
living society, collected by an anthropologist, community member, visitor, or 
another type of social scientist (American Folklife Center 2010). The purpose 
of the collection is to form an image of a people, tradition, an event, or some 
other segment of the community. The society need not still exist in the present 
day to be identified as an ethnographic collection. The collector should have 
been interacting with the people so as to understand the meaning and value 
of each object. A researcher will generally care a great deal about the collec-
tion and will donate it to a museum for safekeeping and to ensure availability 
for future generations of the public and scholars. People from the represented 
society may find these objects important to their present and future genera-
tions as well. It should be noted that ethnographic and archaeological objects 
may become part of artistic collections. There is nothing inherent in the defi-
nitions to preclude the categories from overlapping. However, the pieces have 
to be acquired from a primary context in order to be in the archaeological or 
ethnographic categories.

It should not be assumed that the information about each piece has been 
correctly identified. The person may have formed the collection based on 
their own research interests, availability of representative material culture, or 
other reasons such as the time of year, weather, gender, age, and a whole host 
of other factors. The collector may not have even spoken the same language 
(Burke et al. 2009:261). The collector may have asked a society member what 
an object is called and how it is used or the collector may have made an inter-
pretation based on informed or casual observation. It is hoped that each piece 
was well documented at acquisition in order to understand the collector’s 
decision-making process and where the information was obtained. Regardless, 
society members or descendants should be consulted and invited as collabora-
tors once the cultural materials are brought into a museum or repository in 
order to ensure proper interpretation, handling, and curation methods. This 
process might also identify any potential concerns such as an object being 
sacred, funerary, stolen, or even forged (Busse 2008).

Archaeological

The final grouping comprises archaeological objects pulled from the remains 
of a living or cultural location. The age of these objects can range from ancient 
to recent historical times.1 These objects, like the ethnographic ones, were 
collected to inform scholars and the public about how cultures lived or used a 
particular place. The provenience location should have been well documented 
during the collection process or excavation of the materials and is considered 
part of the collection. Aside from the actual objects, it is the associated docu-
ments that are of intrinsic value for research and interpretative purposes. These 
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records include fieldnotes, maps, journals, photographs, and other supportive 
materials that record the contextual and analytical information. Documentation 
is paramount in understanding the reasons behind the decision-making proc-
ess for where to excavate, what happened on a project, and why certain items 
were collected and others not (Sullivan and Childs 2003:2).

Archaeological materials may come from a place where the people that once 
lived there still thrive as a community in the present day. It may be that a 
group can no longer occupy or use a location due to restrictions imposed 
from outside or within a society. It may also be a significant place due to an 
event that happened recently or long ago and has been set aside to com-
memorate the location. The cultural materials remaining are valuable to the 
researcher mostly for the contextual information they represent. While archae-
ologists look for patterns and multiple lines of evidence to form ideas of the 
past, an affiliated community may derive their understanding about a place 
based on actual stories about the location still kept or by having a person that 
once lived there relay information. It is important to understand that archae-
ologists and community members may differ in assigning value and meaning 
about a place or cultural materials associated with it. Society members and/or 
descendants should again be consulted once a collection is brought into a 
museum or repository in order to ensure proper interpretation, handling, and 
curation methods (Sadongei 2006; Ogden 2004).

Law and Policy

In most countries there are laws that govern the excavation and curation of 
cultural materials, which must be reviewed and complied with by an archaeolo-
gist when planning a project involving time in the field and by a repository or 
museum when deciding whether to accept a collection for curation. Many 
archaeological and anthropological projects have to be permitted by local, state/
provincial, federal, tribal, or other agencies before fieldwork begins. In the 
United States these laws include the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) 
and the Archaeological Resources Protection Act (ARPA). In addition there is 
one major US law and two regulations that guide curation methods and stand-
ards. The law is the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act 
(NAGPRA); the regulations are 43 CFR 10, regulations implementing 
NAGPRA, and 36 CFR 79, Curation of Federally Owned and Administered 
Archaeological Collections. These legal authorities must be followed if US fed-
eral money is involved in the funding of a project or if the project is on federal 
land. 36 CFR Part 79 was issued in 1990 to provide a minimal standard for the 
long-term care of collections (Sullivan and Childs 2003:25). These standards 
include: having a professional museum staff and policies, protection from fire 
and theft, proper and dedicated space for collections, access, and regular main-
tenance before a project begins (Sullivan and Childs 2003:26). Typically, where 
NHPA or ARPA applies to a project that produces a collection, an agency or 
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project proponent must enter into a curation agreement with a museum or 
repository that meets 36 CFR Part 79 standards, and provide the collection 
(including its documentation) to the repository subject to the terms of the 
agreement. This system is designed to ensure the long-term care of any collec-
tions that result from an archaeological undertaking. Some federal agencies 
have even created standing programmatic agreements with particular facilities 
or have developed their own in-house repositories. While not all countries have 
similar curation regulations, most countries do have national archaeology- 
permitting processes and collecting rules. It is highly suggested that before 
beginning a research project, time be spent with the national or subnational 
cultural resource or archaeology department reviewing the laws and policies of 
the host country to ensure that funding and resources are available to properly 
meet curation and conservation needs.2

NAGPRA and its regulations provide a procedure for the repatriation of 
Native American, Native Hawaiian, and Native Alaskan human remains, sacred 
objects, funerary objects, and objects of cultural patrimony where cultural 
affiliation can be demonstrated through a preponderance of evidence, which 
may take a variety of different forms. The law applies to all institutions that 
receive federal funds and provides strict deadlines and processes for complying 
with this law. The National Park Service oversees the implementation of this 
law and also manages two grants that offer funding assistance with compliance 
for tribes and repositories (Sullivan and Childs 2003:26).

Enactment of NAGPRA and issuance of the curation regulations brought 
much-needed attention to overcrowded, understaffed, and underfunded cul-
tural repositories (Sullivan and Childs 2003). They also made it clear that new 
archaeological undertakings in the United States must include consideration 
for what will happen to cultural materials once they are removed from the 
ground. Moreover, they stress that those planning such projects must consult 
with descendant communities about cultural materials.

During archaeological investigations it is hard to anticipate exactly what 
materials will be encountered. Nothing may be found, or a great deal. While an 
excavator will know a range of expected materials based on experience and pre-
liminary research, sometimes rare materials may need immediate attention. 
Fragile items may require special attention and conservation in the field and 
later in a repository. For example, material retrieved from salt water or a bog will 
require special environments in order to preserve them until they reach a repos-
itory, where further conservation treatment will be needed to stabilize them 
against deterioration. Microclimates within a repository may have to be created 
to keep these types of items at specific stable temperatures and humidity levels. 
A repository should never accept an object or collection for which it cannot 
adequately care. In such circumstances it is an important part of the repository’s 
ethical responsibility to work with the donor to find a more  suitable location.

At times human remains and the objects buried with them may be  encountered 
during an excavation. Depending on where you are working, state or local laws 
should provide guidance as to whether such remains and objects should be 
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excavated, and as to their final disposition. In the United States, most states 
have burial laws that cover the inadvertent discovery of human remains. 
Generally, a coroner or physical anthropologist will first ensure that the remains 
are not recent or of police concern. They will then make further attempts to 
determine ethnicity. If they are determined to be a Native American, a descend-
ant or culturally identified person may be called in to help with final disposi-
tion. Under most state burial laws, at a minimum the remains should be 
reinterred in a safe location on the property where they were found. The burial 
objects may or may not be included in the reburial depending on the applicable 
laws. Final disposition is ultimately a matter for discussion and determination 
involving the landowner (who in most US states has title to anything recovered 
on their property other than human remains), the Native representative(s), and 
often the archaeologist. NAGPRA applies to inadvertent discoveries of human 
remains and cultural materials on federal or tribal land and requires that a Plan 
of Action (POA) be created in consultation with affiliated tribes and descend-
ants for managing these remains or materials (King 1998:152–153).

Once a selection of objects is finalized for curation a repository or museum 
takes over their care, usually in perpetuity. The repository takes on title and all 
obligations unless other terms are specified in a curation agreement. In the 
United States, federal, tribal, and state governments generally retain owner-
ship of objects recovered from their land. Governments outside the United 
States usually retain title to all archaeological objects as parts of their cultural 
patrimony. In these cases the repository has possession, but another agency 
has control. It is usually the responsibility of the collection’s owner or excava-
tor to comply with legal requirements like those of NAGPRA and 36 CFR 79, 
at least until the collection passes into the control of a repository. The agency 
that holds title to the objects determines who will have access to the collection 
for purposes of research and publication.

Repositories and Curation

Not all repositories are created equal, and different kinds of repositories may 
serve different functions. A college or university may not have an anthropol-
ogy department or museum, but still have collections left behind by indi-
vidual professors no longer present to advocate their care. A cultural center 
may have fine art in its collections although caring for such art is not the 
center’s primary mandate. In such cases the materials may languish for dec-
ades even if physical care is provided. Generally, a museum or repository will 
have a written mission statement that defines the scope of their collection 
interests. The museum should not accept materials outside the parameters, 
even if the interests of its director or curatorial staff change over time. 
Facilities in the United States with no federal collections are not required to 
meet the minimum  curatorial standards defined in 36 CFR 79, and even 
those that are required to meet such standards often lack sufficient funding 
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for management and care of collections. Repositories often lack adequate 
space for proper curation, access, and research.

In 1987 the US General Accounting Office (GAO) presented their findings 
into the extent of looting on federal lands and the inadequacy of artifact cura-
tion. The report determined that collections care was in crisis, resulting from 
cramped storage facilities holding archaeological and ethnographic collections 
from a hundred years of research with inadequate funding to meet their needs. 
In addition they found inadequate record keeping so that location and care 
could be verified (GAO 1987:94). At that time GAO determined that space 
had run out. Many museums had stopped accepting collections outright and 
others began to charge curation fees based on costs over a year or longer. The 
report demanded a solution if researchers were to continue creating collec-
tions. Guidelines were codified with a minimum set of curation standards and 
practices for repositories with federal collection through 36 CFR 79 (Sullivan 
and Childs 2003:33). Unfortunately, 30 years later the crisis has only become 
bigger, and more expensive; moreover, it has now been documented world-
wide (Sullivan and Childs 2003:44; Perrin 2009; Bawaya 2007).

Considerations of Objects’ Care

Countries that have long had archaeologists doing research and producing 
collections have become stricter in keeping cultural patrimony within their 
borders for future generations. However, this has led to a greater need for 
professionally curated and protected space. In discussing these issues with a 
number of colleagues working in Latin America, Asia, Africa, and the Middle 
East it became clear that there is extreme disparity in practices. Common 
issues arose around access, standards, and disposition. Archaeologists and col-
lections managers outside the United States relayed that archaeologists are 
encouraged to keep collections under their control for many years, though at 
locations within the country. For instance, Peru asks archaeologists to locate 
or build regional repositories to keep collections close to their original site 
locations. While collections in these countries are seen as national patrimony 
and governed by permits, their ultimate disposition may be outside the imme-
diate control of governmental cultural heritage authorities. This creates a pos-
sibility for loss and differential curation standards (Perrin 2009:10). At times, 
however, these regional locations may be used as local heritage museums and 
may even provide a small income for locals.

If there is a central repository that houses the collections there still may be 
inadequate tracking systems. The crunch for space has caused some countries 
to move collections to offsite storage areas that may not have environmental 
controls for unstable collections materials like plant or metal.

There are some shining examples such as Switzerland, which has several regional 
repositories under federal control that assess, curate, and conserve  collections as 
well as archive associated documentation. The Swiss take a multidisciplinary 
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approach, with conservation involvement in archaeological endeavors from the 
beginning. Staff with the best training is used to ensure that all materials are cared 
for properly from the beginning (Chevallier and Dunning 2009).

Curation is always an expensive endeavor. Archaeologists, anthropologists, 
donors, historians, and stakeholders consistently create new cultural material 
collections. In Switzerland the federal government provides the funds for cura-
tion. Other countries do not have the finances to provide state-of-the-art repos-
itories. In a market economy the costs of curation should be borne in large part 
by the people that create the space demand – that is, those who produce the 
collections – and not just by the repository. In the United State federal permits 
for archaeological undertakings require proof of curation agreements with 
repositories that meet 36 CFR 79 standards. It would seem only ethical for 
research grants supporting fieldwork elsewhere to include realistic curation 
costs, including provision for maintaining documentation, so that host coun-
tries are better able to care for these invaluable materials in the long term.

Curation Costs

Including curation costs in research budgets would solve part of the financial 
problem experienced by repositories, but only if the fees reflect the reposi-
tory’s actual costs. Terry Childs and Karolyn Kinsey completed an assessment 
of curation fees by museums and repositories across the United States both in 
1997/98 and in 2002 (Childs and Kinsey 2003). Their report noted a wide 
range and variation of fees applied to the curation of archeological collections 
as well as in the services provided.

Some repositories did not charge fees, but many were not accepting new 
collections either. Whether or not a repository charges a fee, they usually have 
guidelines for accepting a collection that include specifications for housing, 
labeling, cataloging, and for archiving associated documentation. If an agency 
requesting curation cannot meet the requirements, they may have to pay a 
processing fee or be denied acceptance. In addition, the curation crisis has led 
institutions to become more rigid about accepting collections in accordance 
with their mission, scope, and acquisition policies (Childs and Kinsey 2003). 
All the standards for acceptance of a collection are included in a formal written 
agreement that specifies collection ownership, publication and research rights, 
and the responsibilities of all parties involved.

The types of fees charged by an institution may be:

one-time – usually collected when the materials arrive at a repository and  ●

theoretically designed to defray costs “in perpetuity,” although fixed incre-
ments of time, such as 10 years, may be set;
processing – charged when new collections must be cleaned, packaged, and/ ●

or cataloged according to the repository’s collection management and 
acceptance policies;
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annual – for yearly maintenance of the collection and usually assessed based  ●

on a given unit, such as a cubic foot (cf);
or combinations of the above. (Childs and Kinsey 2003). ●

Some repositories charge a one-time fee in cases where ownership title is trans-
ferred, and annual fees when title is retained by an outside agency. Childs and 
Kinsey found that their 2002 data suggest an increasing need by repositories 
to charge both a one-time acceptance fee and a minimal annual fee to cover 
yearly management responsibilities. The fees vary from $1500/cf to $68/
standard box depending on regional location and type of agency involved. 
These fees are used to cover staff, curatorial materials, environmental controls, 
equipment for maintaining records and documentation, and to allow accessi-
bility for researchers.

Orphaned Collections

Another problem is with collections that have already been produced but lack 
permanent homes. Archaeologists, anthropologists, historians, and collectors 
can be prolific creators of collections, but seldom allocate money to see col-
lections put in a repository or kept in archival packaging. When they are ready 
to clean out their office, laboratory, or garage, they have no funding to pay 
current curation costs and museums are generally unable to accept collections 
without funding (Bustard 2000). These orphaned irreplaceable cultural mate-
rials and documentation may be lost to all.

In addition, few researchers plan for the final disposition of their personal 
cultural materials and research documentation. It is often left to the spouse or 
surviving family members to figure out a home for this archive, and that home 
can unfortunately include the trashcan. The Society of American Archivists 
maintains a web site with tips and guides on the protection and care of docu-
mentation, including final disposition (Society of American Archivists n.d.). In 
terms of cultural material, innovative solutions need to be proposed at the local 
and national level. For example, an award could be created through the National 
Endowment of the Humanities for curation, research, and final placement of 
orphaned collections of significance. Such awards and funds could be set up at 
a state or local level as well depending on the need. Frank conversations includ-
ing descendant communities need to occur to determine a more accurate pic-
ture of the magnitude of the problem and potential solutions.

Deaccessioning

While there are collections to worry about outside museum settings, there are 
concerns about the amount of available space left within museums. The cura-
tion crisis is not just about the standards of care given to collections, but also 
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about the amount of space available to ensure that future collections can be 
accepted and protected at all. One way to create this space is to assess current 
collections and consider deaccessioning certain objects.

Deaccessioning is the process of permanently removing an object or por-
tions of a collection from a museum or repository. There are many ethical 
issues and considerations surrounding this step, which may include transfer-
ring to another repository, selling, returning to the owner, or destruction. 
Repatriation, as occurs under NAGPRA, is a deaccessioning process, as is 
returning a collection or object to an agency that may want to curate on site. 
An object may be ephemeral and become badly deteriorated or infested and 
its deaccession will keep other objects surrounding it safe (Byrne 2000).

A deaccessioning policy is important within a museum or repository. No 
policy decision should be made with a specific object in mind and it should be 
rigorous and transparent. In a policy statement a set of conditions are pro-
vided under which the museum will consider deaccessioning, and then priori-
ties established for how objects will be disposed of (Morris 1998). It is always 
preferable if an object not beyond repair can be transferred to another depart-
ment (like education) or another public institution.

If a decision to sell the object is considered there are some ethical guidelines 
provided by professional organizations. For example, the International Council 
of Museums (ICOM) Code of Ethics (2006) states that “Money or compen-
sation received from the deaccessioning and disposal of objects and specimens 
from a museum collection should be used solely for the benefit of the collec-
tion and usually for acquisitions to that same collection.” The American 
Association of Museums (AAM) Code of Ethics (2000) takes the position that 
“any proceeds must be used solely for acquisition or direct care of collec-
tions.” There is also a preference for an open market sale and for objects never 
to be acquired by museum staff, board members, or their relatives.

For archaeological collections, deaccessioning may be considered for a few 
different reasons. A need for space may be a driving force to consider deacces-
sioning some of the bulker materials such as shell, fire-cracked rock, unana-
lyzed soil samples, nails, glass fragments, brick fragments, and other highly 
redundant and non-diagnostic pieces (Sullivan and Childs 2003:40). It is 
hoped that the original excavator or donor will consider these issues before 
donating to a repository.

Costs may force the researcher to review which objects to keep for curation 
and which to rebury after preliminary analysis is completed. Before discarding 
any cultural material it is important to analyze and document it carefully. To 
avoid realizing with regret that one has discarded something important, there 
should also be an evaluation as to the material’s potential use in future research. 
For example, in early twentieth-century archaeological work in the United 
States it was common practice for non-worked shell and animal bone to be 
discarded, sometimes after preliminary identification, but too often after it 
was simply noted as being present. This practice has left a huge hole in studies 
aimed at environmental reconstruction and resource utilization. Often the 
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discarded materials came from locations that no longer exist; the valuable 
information about food, habitat, and resource use that they could have pro-
vided can never be determined or verified. Only through a thoughtful and 
complete advisory panel process can a researcher be reasonably assured that 
the best choices have been made.

Intellectual Property and Final Reports

A repository has an obligation to ensure to its fullest ability that collections and 
associated documentation are available for further research and education. 
Otherwise it offers limited value for the costs incurred. At times researchers can 
become hoarders of information, collections, or objects, even objects that have 
been curated in a repository. The researcher may feel proprietary about a set of 
research materials including diagnostic artifacts from a project excavated 30 or 
more years ago but on which reports have never been finished. They are going 
to write it up “really soon” and want to protect their intellectual property 
rights. Regardless of the reasons, the loss and destruction of data resulting 
from such covetousness and delay are inexcusable, unethical, and unprofes-
sional. This sentiment is echoed through every professional society’s Codes of 
Ethics. The Society for American Archaeology states in its Principle 5:

Intellectual property, as contained in the knowledge and documents created 
through the study of archaeological resources, is part of the archaeological 
record. As such it should be treated in accord with the principles of stewardship 
rather than as a matter of personal possession. If there is a compelling reason, 
and no legal restrictions or strong countervailing interests, a researcher may 
have primary access to original materials and documents for a limited and 
reasonable time, after which these materials and documents must be made 
available to others. (Society for American Archaeology n.d., emphasis added)

The Register for Professional Archaeologists goes even farther in Section 6.3 
of its Standards for Research Performance:

Failure to complete a full scholarly report within 10 years after completion of a 
field project shall be construed as a waiver of an archaeologist’s right of primacy 
with respect to analysis and publication of the data. Upon expiration of such 
10-year period, or at such earlier time as the archaeologist shall determine not to 
publish the results, such data should be made fully accessible to other archaeologists 
for analysis and publication. (Register of Professional Archaeologists n.d.)

Professional researchers should always put the interests of the irreplaceable 
cultural materials and documentation first. Agreements can always be  created 
with a repository to ensure that any continued research interest is 
 acknowledged and safeguarded, while ensuring no accidental loss of 
 information for the future.
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Besides the intellectual property rights asserted by researchers, cultural 
 collaborators, stakeholders, and descendant communities may retain both 
intellectual and cultural property rights. Researchers and museums have 
 obligations to ensure through consultation that proper permissions and 
 consent are given for any information to be shared with researchers and used 
in publications and public presentations. Nicholas and Bannister (2004) along 
with commentators explored these issues and considerations quite thoroughly 
and is a valuable resource. It highlights how mutual respect with informed 
and honest dialogue, despite difficulties, will lead to a more enriching, ethical, 
and rewarding final product.

Education and Exhibiting Culture

In addition to the museum standards in the physical care of movable tangible 
collections there are cultural viewpoints that can only be put forth by repre-
sentatives associated with the collection. They can make recommendations or 
develop methods for handling, interpreting, displaying, and curating the col-
lections (Busse 2008:194). Museums can be as creative as they wish in devel-
oping agreements and collaborations with descendant communities for the 
care and management of affiliated collections when possession cannot be given 
to such communities outright. This process might involve developing a formal 
co-management agreement or informal decision making done in regular col-
laboration about care, access, research, and interpretation.

One of the main reasons we care for portable cultural materials is that they 
physically manifest and support the creation and telling of stories about the 
past. Accordingly, access to collections for researchers and educators is 
incredibly important. If cultural materials are hidden away or restricted 
because of inadequate staffing, the whole process of caring for them has 
been futile. There is always a balance to be struck between protection from 
possible damage due to research or display and the value of education and 
interaction. However, the conversation and compromise involved in striking 
that balance are always worthwhile. Issues for collaborative consideration 
include decision making about destructive and non-destructive analysis, 
funding support, researcher experience, dissemination plans, and the extent 
of involvement of affiliated communities. A museum’s responsibility is ulti-
mately to the irreplaceable cultural materials. Archaeologists have a bad 
reputation for being lousy at thinking beyond their immediate research 
interests. For example, I have struggled with archaeologists who wanted to 
break or destroy potsherds to see a fresh profile and determine paste com-
position, and with one researcher who painted colored lines on animal bones 
to represent their unique proveniences so that all species and element types 
could be bagged together (this made a color code key the only way to know 
where the bones came from, and breakage from this type of bagging led to 
a loss of contextual data).
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Exhibitions can be important tools for educating the public. However, 
unless there is intensive collaboration when interpreting cultural objects out-
side of one’s own culture, serious mistakes can be made. Ogden (2006:13) 
cites Polly Norstrand’s statement that it is important to understand your own 
point of view in relation to a set of objects. Are they art objects, historic arti-
facts, living beings that intended to be displayed, or even preserved beyond 
their initial use? The answers to these questions may play a part in how an 
exhibition is approached. Only the descendant community’s involvement will 
ensure that appropriate context is used for the objects and that those too sen-
sitive for display are removed.

Conclusions

Because of the issues discussed above, the best place for tangible cultural 
materials in my opinion is within their primary unexcavated context, unless 
there is an absolute compelling reason that it has to be removed. “An archae-
ological site can be excavated only once” (Childs 1999). Excavation or col-
lecting should only happen in consultation and collaboration with descendant 
communities and stakeholders. Once removed from its original context the 
highest priority must be on its care and the protection of all records docu-
menting an object’s removal. Again care can only best be defined through 
discussions between descendant communities and experts working together 
in collaboration. It must be expected that some consultants will request an 
object’s reburial, destruction, or access restriction and these ideas should be 
given real consideration.

If objects are left in place, then their location has to be protected the best 
way possible from looting and destruction. If the movable tangible cultural 
objects are removed, then the best place for them is in a facility that can ade-
quately care for the types of materials collected. This place may be located in 
an interpretive center on site or close by, in a university museum, tribal cultural 
center, public museum, or repository within the region or shared cultural area. 
Regardless of the location, it must be secure from theft and fire, have pest con-
trol, and have adequate professional staff and space to store it, study it, and 
conserve it. Archival materials should be kept in an environment that prevents 
degradation. Collections should be accessible for education and interpretation 
through display, research, and interaction for future generations.

Notes

1 If an archaeological category is being applied under a law, such as the National 
Historic Preservation Protection Act (NHPA) in the United States, an arbitrary 
minimum age may be set. In the case of NHPA there is a general minimum of 50 
years of age (King 1998:86).
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2 Every country is unique in how it deals with antiquities and professional research. 
There is little published on the cultural protection laws and policies of other coun-
tries, so I recommend a year to become familiar with the process of starting and 
running a research project in a specific country.
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CHAPTER 1 “Intangible” Cultural 
Resources: Values are 
in the Mind

Sheri Murray Ellis

CHAPTER 9

Introduction

Communities and groups ascribe cultural significance to many things – be 
they sites, objects, structures, natural resources. But as those of us who have 
studied the human condition are aware, culture is composed of much more 
than that. Culture is, at its core, a construct, a combination of ideas and values 
that shape group identity and cohesiveness and initiate actions that perpetuate 
such identity. While we may hold a particular object or location as an impor-
tant representative of our culture, it is the reason we consider it “representa-
tive” that is at the heart of our culture. This is the intangible side of culture, 
and if we want to preserve culture as a whole, we need to preserve the intan-
gible part as well as the tangibles.

The tricky part about intangible cultural resources – well, one of many 
tricky parts really – is that most people, including those whose “intangible 
cultural resources” we outsiders are attempting to understand and manage, 
do not easily relate to the terminology we apply to it. The term “cultural 
resources” is jargon-y enough, but tack “intangible” onto it, too? This topic 
is addressed again later in this chapter, but it is important to understand up 
front that intangible cultural resources do not have a common set of clearly 
defined terms, categories, or definitions to facilitate discussions among practi-
tioners and the communities or culture groups whose resources we strive to 
consider.

This chapter is focused largely on long-term agency or governmental 
 management and project-specific planning rather than on academic or research 
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studies. While the latter pursuits are valuable in efforts to preserve culture, they 
are not typically bound by the same constraints or influenced by the same 
 factors (e.g., why you want/need to deal with these issues) as are efforts driven 
by law or policy. I have attempted to offer tips and suggestions for approaching 
the issue of intangible cultural resources in a practical way, but these are obvi-
ously not the only ways of going about it. They are just my recommendations 
based on what has worked for me and what shapes my approach to the issue.

What Are Intangible Resources?

In October 2003, the General Conference of the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) adopted the Convention 
for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. In that convention, 
UNESCO defined intangible cultural heritage as “the practices, representa-
tions, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as the instruments, objects, arte-
facts and cultural spaces associated therewith – that communities, groups and, 
in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural heritage” 
(UNESCO 2003:Section I, Article 2 – Definitions). The convention identi-
fied intangible cultural heritage as being manifested through oral traditions 
and expressions, including language; performing arts; social practices, rituals, 
and festive events; knowledge and practices concerning nature and the uni-
verse; and traditional craftsmanship. The convention went on to acknowledge 
that intangible cultural heritage is not static but is malleable, adaptable to 
changes in the environment and surrounding cultures as it is passed from gen-
eration to generation by a given community or group (UNESCO 2003).

While the UNESCO convention provides a useful baseline to use in begin-
ning to think thinking about intangible cultural resources, it is geared more 
toward the visible expressions of cultural ideology and larger group events or 
commonalities than toward the day-to-day activities that perpetuate cultural 
ideals, like the particular ethnic foods we eat or subsistence practices that not 
only provide sustenance but maintain cultural identity as a people living off 
the land. As another example, consider the perpetuation of a cultural tradition 
of recreational fishing or hiking. Many communities have a favorite fishing 
hole or mountain overlook that factors into their cultural identity and is a 
place to which they take their children and grandchildren. In such cases, some 
may say that it is the fishing hole or overlook itself that is the cultural resource, 
and in some cases it well may be considered as such. In many cases, however, 
the real “resource” isn’t the location per se but the journey to it or the view 
when you get there or the time spent together passing on a skill or viewpoint 
from one generation to the next.

Intangible cultural resources are abstractions compared to physical places and 
things such as sites, structures, landscapes, or objects. They can include such 
things as a word and the meaning and value imbedded within it. For example, 
a modern-day Native Alaskan (Tlingit) in southeast Alaska has a traditional 

King_c09.indd   157King_c09.indd   157 2/4/2011   7:15:12 PM2/4/2011   7:15:12 PM



158  SHERI MURRAY ELLIS

Tlingit word to refer to one specific channel between several islands just off the 
coast of the Baranof Island. This word describes the sound the tidal flow makes 
as it passes between the smaller islands. Were the coastal landforms to be 
changed, whether by natural or human actions, and the sound of the tidal flow 
also to change because of it, the word would no longer have cultural meaning 
in the context of that location and would no longer serve its purpose – which is 
not only to define a sense of place but to identify members of the particular local 
Tlingit group who use the word and know its particular reference.

When thinking of intangible cultural resources it is important to recognize 
a couple of things. First, intangible cultural resources are often associated with 
tangible cultural resources, but what we are interested in is the meanings and 
values behind those tangible resources and not the tangible resources them-
selves. We are interested in the values of the mind.

Second, intangible cultural resources, just like tangible ones, are not the 
exclusive purview of traditional, less developed communities. As students of 
culture and practitioners of cultural resource management (CRM), we often 
think of culture as something that other communities or groups have, espe-
cially groups that have clear-cut ethnic identities or live less modernized lives. 
From this perspective, we perpetuate a tendency to overlook the whole of 
culture for the sake of focusing on the culture of a subgroup. This is often 
driven by law or policy dictating that special attention be given to the interests 
of particular culture groups. In the United States, such laws and policies tend 
to center around Native American, Native Alaskan, and Native Hawaiian 
groups. While such laws and policies do not in any way prohibit consideration 
of other groups or “mainstream” US culture, they tend to be interpreted as 
such. It should be remembered that we in developed countries and in the 
dominant population groups are as much creatures of culture as anybody is.

Why Bother?

Because intangible resources are things of the mind, they are all but boundless 
in scope and difficult to get your arms around. That being the case, why 
would anyone want to wrestle with such resources, particularly under condi-
tions where budget and schedule constraints force agencies, governments, 
and planners to carry out their assigned missions quickly and with financial 
efficiency? Said another way, why would anyone in authority want to dedicate 
time and money to trying to identify, evaluate, and perhaps even preserve such 
nebulous resources when it is most often easier and less expensive to focus on 
tangible resources?

To answer this question we must first answer a couple of others: First, who 
cares about intangible resources? Second, are there laws and policies that require 
us to consider such resources in our management and planning efforts?

The most obvious answer to the question of who cares is that individual 
cultural groups care about their own identity relative to others. Communities 
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throughout the world, from traditional to modernized countries, continue to 
struggle in the face of globalization to maintain the ideas, symbols, and 
 practices that define “us” as unique relative to everyone else. We strive to per-
petuate that which is “ours” by investing in each generation the responsibility 
to learn and carry on our particular values, ideals, language, and tradition.

But what motivates us to care about preserving the intangible cultural 
resources of other communities or groups? Certainly a general respect for 
other cultures and an appreciation for diversity can justify such efforts, but 
altruism only gets us so far. The previously mentioned UNESCO convention 
on intangible resources, while it represents important international recogni-
tion for the value that cultural diversity adds to the world, does not require 
anyone to intervene in or assist any other culture group in preserving their 
intangible resources. There must be something more.

Do regulatory agencies, governments, and cultural resource practitioners 
really care? Why should they? As individuals, most certainly we do, but as 
organizational parties, we typically care about that which we are required to 
care. That is, we care about those things about which we are regulated to care. 
For example, many laws, such as the National Historic Preservation Act in the 
United States, are geared toward managing tangible cultural resources – the 
sites, objects, and districts discussed elsewhere in this volume. The regulations 
place age restrictions on what we consider “important” and organize physical 
culture into discrete and manageable categories. They do not, however, pro-
vide requirements or guidelines for considering culture as a whole. Laws like 
the National Environmental Policy Act, the American Indian Religious 
Freedom Act, and Executive Orders requiring consultation with tribal gov-
ernments get closer to the issue of intangible cultural resources by putting 
fewer boundaries on what can and should be considered, but the lack of clear 
guidelines as to how to go about identifying, documenting, and preserving 
those resources most often causes practitioners to fall back on addressing only 
tangible resources, ignoring the rest of culture.

The best examples of integrating intangible cultural resources into both 
short- and long-term planning typically come from agencies, governments, 
and other parties whose success, whether measured as compliance with regu-
lation or fulfillment of a moral obligation, depends on a strong and continu-
ous relationship with a community or cultural group. Such situations often 
exist in areas where a federal agency, such as the Bureau of Land Management 
or US Forest Service, manages lands that directly abut or perhaps even 
 surround a community. In such cases, the community may be highly depend-
ent on the resources of those federal lands, and traditional cultural practices, 
ideologies, or other beliefs may be directly linked to them. Where these condi-
tions exist, the community or cultural group is likely to demand – through 
whatever means are at their disposal – that the agency account for the tangible 
and intangible cultural resources of the community that exist on those lands, 
and, in turn, the agency will generally find it more efficient to work closely 
with the community or group to address broader issues of cultural  preservation 
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and health than to ignore them. As such, land management agencies tend to 
have ongoing interactions with the culture groups, regular meetings, and 
shared events to build a better understanding of how the group functions and 
what is important to it.

Similarly, private companies whose commercial projects are located in or 
near communities also tend to have better integration of programs to account 
for intangible cultural resources than companies whose projects may be located 
in greater isolation. For these companies, effectively continuing their opera-
tions depends on their ability to coexist with the affected culture groups and 
avoid public and legal allegations of cultural destruction. Like the land man-
agement agencies discussed above, such companies often become integrated 
cultural partners with the community or culture group, meeting regularly 
with community leaders, sponsoring annual festivals or events, donating to 
museums, or otherwise helping to establish programs that promote the main-
tenance of those aspects of culture deemed important by the community.

When it comes down to it, however, government agencies and others in 
power are motivated to manage and seek preservation of intangible resources 
by three major factors: regulation, self-preservation, and due diligence. Indeed, 
these three motivators apply to the management of pretty much any resource, 
be it natural or cultural, intangible or material.

As mentioned earlier, some laws, conventions, and policies exist, vague as 
they may be, requiring us to consider the impacts of our actions on the “human 
environment,” which, in theory if not current practice, includes the intangible 
side of culture. In the absence of regulation and enforcement, we typically 
need something big to move us to action. Self-preservation is often the moti-
vation. Self-preservation, as expressed in the desire to advance an agency’s or 
developer’s program or project, and to avoid bad press, can drive an agency or 
developer to work with a community to preserve what is important to them in 
exchange for their support or acquiescence.

The least common motivator to consider intangible cultural resources in 
project and program planning falls under the heading of good faith. In such 
cases, managers, governments, and planners opt to address intangible cultural 
resources out of an appreciation for the inherent value of preserving cultural 
heritage and diversity, or even an individual practice, rather than being forced 
by law or policy to consider them.

OK, I’m Willing, but How Do I Go About It?

Once you have decided to address intangible cultural resources, whatever your 
motivation, you need to think carefully about how to go about doing it. Who 
will identify the intangible resources? How?

It would be self-serving to say that one must hire an anthropologist or 
 ethnographer to conduct the work. While anthropologists and ethnographers 
are indeed trained to look at culture from a less tangible perspective than, say, 
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archaeologists, they aren’t the only ones qualified to do so. In reality, the best 
“person” for the job may well be a team. This does not mean an army of 
expensive scientists conducting exhaustive research. What you really want in 
your data gatherers are a couple of key characteristics: a broad awareness of 
what constitutes culture, an inquisitive mind, a general familiarity with the 
community or issue you will be “studying,” and either existing trust relation-
ships with that community or the ability to develop them.

When it comes to the “how” of identifying intangible cultural resources, be 
prepared to talk, or better yet listen, and to observe, a lot. I don’t mean to say 
that it will take a long time, as in the order of years, but it will take some. Most 
importantly, however, remember that intangible cultural resources are based 
in the minds of individuals and communities, and unless you’ve got extrasen-
sory perception, the only way to get at them is to watch and interpret behavior 
or get the owners of the minds to talk.

Whether observing and interpreting or talking to a community, ask fol-
low-up questions. Confirm your interpretations. Listen carefully. We often 
talk about cultural resources without even realizing we are talking about them; 
we allude to them in the course of talking about some physical resource or 
event but don’t talk about them outright. Quite frequently I have found that 
the easiest way to get someone to talk about intangible resources is to start 
them talking about tangible ones. I may or may not be acutely interested in 
the information about the tangible resource but instead am listening for cues 
to what is behind that person’s or that community’s interaction with that 
resource. Listen for words and phrases such as “have to,” “must,” or “only.” 
These terms often tie back to a particular value or cultural meaning. Why do 
they “have to”? Why can they “only”? As with all good interviews, ask open-
ended questions rather than yes or no questions. The more someone talks, the 
more likely you are to find what you are looking for.

To offer another tip: Bring along a colleague or partner if possible and 
acceptable to the person or people with whom you are interacting. Often it is 
useful to have one person leading the conversation and focusing on the direct 
answers to questions while the other listens for the words not said or the sub-
tle clues to intangible concerns.

While the path to identifying many intangible resources can be filled with 
subtle references to little threads you then need to unravel, some may be quite 
overt. For example, many communities advertise aspects of intangible cultural 
identity that are important to them without really knowing they are doing it. 
Maybe it is a sign on the outskirts of town welcoming visitors to the “home of 
the friendliest people on earth” or a poster advertising the annual Jellyfish 
Festival. The question is, why do they consider themselves the friendliest peo-
ple and what allows them to perpetuate that identity? Why a Jellyfish Festival?

With all of this said, there are many challenges to identifying intangible cultural 
resources. Among these are cultural ignorance, reluctance on the part of the sub-
ject community or group to divulge sensitive information, language barriers, and 
even disagreement or a lack of understanding in the community or group itself.
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Cultural ignorance, or even intolerance, can be a big factor influencing your 
ability to identify intangible cultural resources. As an outsider, you may not 
have the cultural context to recognize subtle practices, ideas, or connections 
to landscapes, sites, or objects. The outsider perspective cannot help but influ-
ence you, and you may not know what questions to ask. Related to this may 
be a certain cultural bias or lack of cultural relativity; this is particularly prob-
lematic when working with cultures with drastically different ideals and values 
than our own. For example, while not a real-world example, I remember read-
ing a book by African author Chinua Achebe in graduate school as part of a 
class assignment. The main character in the book was a man for whom being 
the embodiment of his particular culture was of paramount importance, and 
in his culture, a man’s control over his wife and family, even to the point of 
physical abuse, was a measure of his stature in his culture. There was much 
heated debate in the class as to whether the character, who indeed was abusive 
to his wife and children, was a good or bad person. The majority of the class 
could not see any good in the character at all, his abusive behavior being 
deplorable to them and so contrary to any acceptable behavior from their own 
culture. The minority in the class argued that while we did not like the fact 
that he beat his family he was certainly trying to be the best representative of 
the values of his culture that he could be. The debate highlighted for me the 
risk of allowing my own cultural perspective and values to negate my ability to 
recognize and acknowledge the cultural values of others. This same risk exists 
when trying to identify intangible cultural resources. You may disapprove of 
something an individual or group values as an aspect of culture; don’t let your 
disapproval prevent you from acknowledging that the thing has value to the 
individual or group with whom you are working. You may well want to include 
a local insider on your research team to help serve as a liaison between you and 
the group with whom you are working. Such a liaison can serve as a sounding 
board, someone to help provide the cultural context that you may lack.

Other barriers to identifying intangible cultural resources may come, inten-
tionally or unintentionally, from the individual, group, or community them-
selves. In some cases, the community may not feel comfortable sharing 
information. Intangible resources, as constructs of the mind, are often highly 
personal, “close to the heart,” and individuals or groups may weigh the risk to 
such resources from talking about them with an outside party against the 
potential impacts of whatever may threaten them. In other cases, cultural tra-
dition dictates that information cannot be shared outside of a particular group 
lest the practice or belief itself – or the community, or individuals – be irrevo-
cably damaged by that act. As practitioners, we must allow the subject com-
munity or group to decide for themselves what they are willing to risk. After 
all, who are we preserving it for? We cannot force a community to preserve a 
practice, a word, or a belief because we think they should. We cannot trap com-
munities in time because they are quaint or fit some ideal that we appreciate.

In my experience, another big challenge to identifying, defining, and evalu-
ating intangible resources is the inability of the community or group itself to 
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recognize and describe it to you. This does not imply a lack of intelligence or 
sophistication; rather, it is the product of being either too close in practice or 
too far removed in generational time from a given resource. It is often easier 
to recognize an intangible cultural resource in another group than it is in our 
own. When we are enmeshed in something, we only know “because we always 
have” or “we’ve always done it that way” but haven’t dissected the practice in 
any scientific way. As a result, it may be difficult for a community or group to 
explain the details of a given practice or belief or word and its relevance. On 
the other hand, living communities today, depending on how assimilated they 
are into larger, unlike communities, may be far enough removed from a given 
practice to not be able to describe it, how it is done, why it is done, other than 
to say that they know it is important and they need to do it. For example, one 
Native American tribe with whom I worked recently wanted the ability to 
conduct an appropriate ceremony prior to the disturbance or removal of 
human remains should they be discovered during construction. When asked 
about what the ceremony might entail, particularly with regards to time frames 
that would need to be factored into construction schedules, the tribe couldn’t 
say. The tribal members themselves, including the tribe’s cultural committee, 
were unsure of exactly what would need to be done; they needed to research 
what ceremony would need to be performed for different types of individual 
(e.g., shaman, tribal leader, or typical tribal member) whose remains might be 
found. However, they knew that something would need to be done as part of 
maintaining their cultural traditions.

Another, though not the final, major factor influencing the ability to recog-
nize and define an intangible cultural resource is language. If intangible 
resources are as much as anything values of the mind, then they are composed 
of specific words with specific meanings. There may be times when you need 
to speak the language, or use a translator, and in some cases, there are no 
words to translate from one language to another. You may get close, but the 
actual meaning, the depth and breadth of it, cannot be explained with words 
not developed around the construct itself. For example, the Japanese lan-
guage includes the phrase mono no aware, which has no direct translation into 
English. The closest we can get for this term, which refers (roughly) to a 
philosophical awareness of things, is to describe what it is like, but we cannot 
capture its true cultural meaning.

Now that You’ve Identified It, How Do You 
Determine Its Significance?

Having conducted interviews, held informal discussions, and observed the 
behavior and practices of a particular culture group, you will undoubtedly 
come away with a laundry list of intangible cultural resources. What now? Do 
we try to preserve everything? Not necessarily. Some intangible resources are 
more significant than others, and we need to filter through them to identify 
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those that rise to a level of importance warranting special consideration in 
long-term management and planning.

Part of determining whether an intangible resource is culturally significant 
is defining the criteria you will use to make that determination. In considering 
what criteria you will use, do not to put too much stock in existing cultural 
resource law and policy. The vast majority of cultural resource regulation was 
developed with physical resources in mind. That is, they focus on how we 
evaluate and manage objects, buildings, and structures rather than cultural 
values, language, and tradition. One problem with most such laws worldwide 
is that they place age restrictions on what can be considered old enough to be 
worthy of consideration in cultural resource management and planning. Push 
such age restrictions aside. Intangible cultural resources are fluid, almost time-
less things. They are vested in living cultures that are actively adapting to an 
ever-changing world.

While cultural relativity plays a role in defining the significance of intangible 
cultural resources, the community or group itself should contribute to but not 
solely determine what is important. As we have discussed earlier in this chap-
ter, sometimes we cannot identify our own intangible resources or articulate 
them in a manner that can be evaluated because we are too close to them – 
they are so natural to us that we cannot objectively dissect them in a way that 
does not over- or under-estimate their importance.

If we aren’t going to use existing cultural resource policy for criteria against 
which to measure the significance of intangible cultural resources, and we 
aren’t going simply to rely on what people themselves say, what criteria or 
standards will we use? The UNESCO convention provides at least some cues. 
For example, the convention implies that we should consider such things as 
whether the intangible resource is an integral part of cultural identity and 
function or just a fad. Does the subject community or group or some portion 
thereof define itself with reference to the resource? Does the resource contrib-
ute to the cultural identity of the group? What would happen if the resource 
were eliminated? Would the ability of the group to define itself as a group and 
distinguish itself from other groups be affected? If a group’s cultural identity 
would be reduced by the loss or diminishment of the intangible resource, then 
that resource is likely to play a significant role for the group.

To be significant, an intangible resource should be also shared among at 
least several individuals if not the majority of the community or group. While 
there is no set number of people or percentage of a population that must place 
value in an intangible resource for it to be considered culturally significant, 
the greater the number of people that subscribe to it and identify with it the 
more likely that resource is to play an important role in maintaining cultural 
identity. That said, exceptions can, and should, be made. Many a case exists 
where only a few individuals, maybe even as few as a single individual, hold the 
knowledge that is considered important to an entire community. The fact that 
the community accepts this practice and invests its traditional trust in the indi-
vidual to protect that specific knowledge on their behalf may well render the 
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intangible resource in question significant. One example of this would be a 
situation where an individual or small group of individuals are the holders of 
sacred names, words, or rituals, and these individuals are expected by their 
broader community to protect and use that information at the proper time 
and to pass it on to the next generation of holders according to proper  cultural 
practice. In such a case, the cultural identity of the larger group is maintained 
by their adherence to and support of the system that provides for only a few 
individuals to be privy to certain information.

Significant intangible resources will also be transmitted within or between 
generations of the particular community or group. That is, if they are integral 
to cultural identity and cohesion, they will be shared with others, especially 
younger generations who will be responsible for perpetuating the existence of 
the resource into the future.

Finally, at a minimum, a significant intangible cultural resource will demon-
strate patterning in that it will have the same or very similar defining elements 
among those who ascribe value to it. An intangible resource that varies widely 
in expression within a group of people is far less likely to play a significant role 
in group cohesion or cultural identity, as it is more difficult to share amongst 
generations and there is no clear definition of what constitutes the resource.

What Type of Documentation Do I Need?

So, once you have identified an intangible cultural resource, how do you 
 document it? For those of us enamored of standardized forms and reporting 
guidelines, the answer is an unsatisfying “that’s up to you.”

While there are no universal forms for documenting intangible cultural 
resources, there are some basic guidelines we should consider and questions 
we should ask ourselves:

1  What is the resource? Of what does it consist? Is it a belief, a word or lan-
guage, a practice, a tradition?
 Define and describe the resource as to how it is manifested (i.e., what 
does it look or sound like?), its constituent parts or composition, its defin-
ing features or characteristics. Be careful to describe not just the physical 
expression of the resource but the beliefs, values, and perceptions behind 
it. For example,  suppose you are documenting a particular festival that 
celebrates a group’s beliefs about their origins in the modern world. Don’t 
just describe the activities or rituals of the festival, describe why those par-
ticular activities or rituals are performed as they are and how they function 
in maintaining the group’s origin mythology.

2 Is it connected to something physical, like a site, an object, a landscape, or 
a location?
 If so, you will need to describe that connection. Consider and describe 
whether the intangible resource is dependent on the physical resource 
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as a whole or some particular aspect of it. For example, does the mate-
rial for a particular object to be crafted for use in a ceremony have to 
come from one specific location even though the material is available in 
other locations? If so, then describing the one location and the reason 
it, and only it, can be used as a source of material that will be a critical 
component of documenting the intangible resource and of assessing 
the potential effects of changing it.

3 What forms of media will best capture and convey the key information 
about the resource?
 As documenters of intangible cultural resources in regulatory and 
planning venues we are commonly asked to provide our findings and 
recommendations in writing. Let’s face it, the regulatory, planning, and 
government worlds are worlds dominated by paper trails and forms. 
However, written text should never be considered the only or even the 
best means of documentation, particularly when addressing intangible 
resources. You may need to provide photographs, or video, or audio 
recordings to appropriately capture and convey the nuances of an activ-
ity or interaction. Of course, in many cases we need to obtain the per-
mission of appropriate individuals, groups, or group leaders to take 
photographs or video or make audio recordings.
 Do I need maps? You may, if a particular location is connected to the 
intangible resource and considering the location in planning will be an 
important factor in avoiding or minimizing impacts on it.

4 How does the intangible resource function in the culture group? How 
does it contribute to cultural identity? How it is passed on from generation 
to generation, and what would happen if it were eliminated? Is the method 
of transmission from generation to generation tied to a particular location 
or physical resource?
 If so, describe that location and resource and how the transmission of 
the intangible resource to the next generation is connected to it. The goal 
of this description is to identify those aspects of the intangible resource 
whose function and perpetuation could be affected by outside influences.

5 What is the breadth of the intangible resource? Is it relevant to one person, 
a subset of the whole group, or the whole group itself?

  As noted previously, there is no set standard for how many people in 
any given group must ascribe importance to the intangible resource for it 
to be considered significant, but the more people who do, the more likely 
you are to find that it is indeed a critical aspect of culture. If you are going 
to use the fact that a large percentage of the population attributes value 
to the intangible resource as part of your justification for its significance, 
you will need to describe not only the size of the group but perhaps also 
how you came to conclude that a large segment of the group ascribes 
value to it. You may also need to discuss why the remaining portion of the 
group does not.
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How Can I Account for Intangible Resources in 
Long-Term Management and Project-Specific 

Planning?

Accounting for intangible cultural resources in programmatic and 
 project-specific planning is little different than accounting for tangible cul-
tural resources. If your goal is to preserve or minimize impacts on intangible 
cultural resources, then obviously, you will want to develop your long-term 
management plans or project-specific designs with that in mind.

If you are already aware of significant intangible cultural resources that 
could be affected by your management program or project, then you will need 
to identify the fundamental factors that create and sustain those resources and 
evaluate how your management actions might affect them; this same principle 
applies to project-specific planning. For example, if access to a given location 
is necessary to obtain a specific type of wood for a particular festival, ceremony, 
or traditional handicraft and you are planning to manage the area as closed to 
vehicular access or closed to harvesting of wood products, then your action is 
likely to have at least some impact on people’s ability to carry on the festival, 
ceremony, or handicraft in their traditional manner. You may want to consider 
including exceptions to the ban on access or gathering. However, for the sake 
of management practicality it is important to evaluate whether the effect of 
the proposed action will be negligible or substantial. What if the wood prod-
uct needed by the group can be obtained elsewhere, maybe even very near the 
area to which access would be denied or where harvesting would be forbid-
den? What if the location of where the wood is gathered is irrelevant to the 
meaning of the ceremony or handicraft and it is just the wood itself that is 
necessary to sustain the meaning of the practice? In such cases, your plan to 
restrict access and harvesting is likely to have little effect on whether or not 
the intangible cultural resource can be maintained. However, if access to a 
replacement source for the wood is difficult or restricted, you may need to 
consider mitigating the increased difficulty of acquisition. This could mean 
facilitating access to the alternate source through establishing or improving 
trails or roads or obtaining an easement across private lands.

At a minimum, effective accounting for intangible cultural resources in 
long-term management and project-specific planning will require one thing: 
working with the affected community or group. As discussed earlier in this 
chapter, intangible cultural resources are often fluid and dynamic, constantly 
adapting to influences and conditions in the outside world. The only way to 
know how an intangible cultural resource may have changed over time is to 
regularly interact with the affected community or group, to “check in” once 
in a while. An effective way to do that, particularly for long-term manage-
ment, is to organize working group(s) or committee(s) within the community 
or culture group and meet with them on a yearly or biannual basis – or more 
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frequently if appropriate. The working group or committees can do 
 double-duty, focusing on both tangible and intangible cultural resources and 
even other non-cultural resources. Agencies, governments, and private com-
panies can work with these groups and committees to discuss ways to manage 
lands or resources in a manner that, to the extent possible given regulatory 
and other constraints, allows significant intangible cultural resources to be 
sustained or at least minimally affected. Such groups can help you identify, 
define, and evaluate intangible cultural resources and assess how individual 
management actions might affect them. A large and recent example of this 
approach is the Cultural Heritage Program (CHP) embarked upon for the 
Oyu Tolgoi mine in Mongolia. Development of the mine is expected to have 
a number of impacts on the tangible and intangible cultural resources for 
 several traditional communities and villages. In addition to establishing 
 protocols to be followed by mining personnel themselves, the CHP includes 
a collaborative approach to working with the affected communities to identify 
important cultural resources and develop measures for managing and 
 monitoring them over the long term.

Project-specific planning can also benefit from the use of community 
 working groups or committees, though the time frames for working with 
them will be compressed compared to conditions of long-term management 
planning. When planning your project, be sure to include time and funding to 
address the issue of intangible cultural resources. Plan to involve the commu-
nity or group in efforts to help you identify and define such resources. Plan to 
include appropriately trained or skilled researchers on your project team, and 
perhaps most importantly, plan to truly consider the input from the commu-
nity or group – don’t just go through the motions – and to be willing to 
modify project designs to help reduce or avoid impacts on significant intangi-
ble cultural resources to the extent you can. Finally, don’t allow money to be 
the deciding factor in whether or not you really consider and accommodate 
intangible cultural resources. I know that budgets are almost always tight and 
money doesn’t grow on trees, but spending $10,000 or $20,000 “extra” to 
modify the design of a multi-million-dollar project in order to minimize or 
avoid substantial negative impacts on an intangible cultural resource that is 
significant to sustaining the lifeway and identity of a community is well worth 
the price in terms of goodwill and cultural stewardship!

What to Look out for: Conflicts and Tradeoffs

As with nearly everything in life and resource management, there are tradeoffs 
when you decide to actively manage or account for intangible cultural 
resources. Similarly, the potential exists for conflicts to arise. Being aware of 
the common sources of conflicts can help you avoid or minimize them, and 
knowing some of the tradeoffs allows you to weigh these factors in your 
 decision-making process.
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Common sources of conflict when working with intangible cultural 
resources revolve around several basic issues: misinterpretation or misunder-
standing, “forcible preservation,” high expectations, and organizational 
resistance.

Misinterpretations and misunderstandings ● . Misinterpretation and misun-
derstanding comprise one major source of conflict between land managers, 
agencies, and CRM practitioners on the one hand and the culture groups 
and communities with whom we work on the other. Such misinterpreta-
tions and misunderstandings are often unavoidable; we are all human after 
all, and clear and consistent communication is one of the biggest chal-
lenges to any interaction. Perhaps the biggest risk when working with 
communities to identify and evaluate their intangible cultural resources is 
for us to either underestimate or overestimate the significance of a given 
resource to the group. If we overestimate it, we may go down the path of 
“forcible preservation,” discussed below. If we underestimate it, we may 
dismiss it from consideration in our planning and end up impacting a 
resource about which the community or group really cares. While there is 
no way of eliminating this risk altogether, careful documentation of the 
intangible resource, thoughtful and meaningful consideration of the 
group’s or community’s input, and the use of liaisons or working groups 
to confirm or refute your understanding of the issue can substantially 
reduce the chances of an irreversible conflict.
“Forcible preservation.” ●  When striving to manage intangible cultural 
resources in your long-term or project-specific planning, it is of paramount 
importance to bear in mind one fundamental question: For whom am I 
preserving this resource? As CRM practitioners we often forget about the 
living communities associated with the resources we seek to manage. The 
object, site, building, or ceremony itself becomes the focus of our preser-
vation efforts regardless, or maybe even in spite, of the community or 
group associated with it. Be aware of the factors that motivate you to want 
to address the issue of intangible cultural resources and the influence they 
may have on your desire to preserve or minimize impacts on a given 
resource. All too often CRM practitioners are guilty of a well-meaning but 
misplaced desire to preserve the beliefs, customs, or lifestyles of a group or 
community because we find something idyllic in them. This can easily lead 
to conflicts between agencies or governments and the culture group in 
question as the group’s members may feel that they are being forced to 
maintain a particular practice or belief and not being allowed to progress 
or adapt to things like modern technologies or improved transportation 
access. Remember that our role should be to help identify significant intan-
gible cultural resources with the assistance of the subject community or 
group, assess the impact of our action on those resources, and shape our 
plans or actions to minimize or avoid negative impacts on those resources 
to the extent the subject group wishes that to occur.
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High expectations ● . Another common source of conflict results from the 
creation of high expectations within the community or group whose 
 intangible cultural resources you are trying to consider. Once you begin to 
work with a group to identify their significant intangible cultural resources, 
asking them to confide in you information about their culture that may be 
sensitive or personal, you establish the expectation that you will give mean-
ingful consideration to those resources and will take clear, visible action to 
address them in your long-term management or project-specific planning. 
Failure to do so can quickly lead to irreconcilable conflicts and a lack of 
trust that will have long-term consequences for future interactions with 
that group or community. Demonstrating to communities or groups that 
you have heard them regarding their significant intangible cultural resources 
need not take grand gestures or substantial project modifications,  especially 
if your management action or project design would not affect the resource. 
Often a simple, overt acknowledgement of the resource in your planning 
documents will be enough to demonstrate to the group or community 
that you are aware of their important intangible resources and will be 
 taking them into consideration during future planning.
Organizational resistance ● . On a more personal level to individual agency or 
government representatives or CRM practitioners, a frequent source of con-
flict surrounding intangible cultural resources is resistance from our 
 colleagues, supervisors, political leaders, or program managers. This resist-
ance may arise for many different reasons, the most common of which are a 
misunderstanding of what intangible cultural resources are and how they 
function in a given group or community, fear of budgets or schedules  getting 
wildly out of control, or fear of communities or groups having too much 
power in the decision-making process. With regard to addressing a lack of 
understanding of the role and importance of intangible cultural resources, it 
is our job as CRM practitioners and managers to help educate our colleagues 
and others about the value of such resources. Further, it is our job to help 
them understand that managing such resources does not necessarily mean 
expensive or time-consuming efforts or allowing  communities or groups to 
dictate individual management or project  decisions.

In the end, however, we must also recognize the pressures and con-
straints of those resisting efforts to consider intangible cultural resources 
and do our part to demonstrate to them how we can meet their needs 
while still considering such resources. Part of this effort will include care-
fully and honestly describing the tradeoffs associated with managing intan-
gible cultural resources. Such tradeoffs do indeed include expending more 
time and more money to gain a more comprehensive approach to manag-
ing the human environment and giving up at least some of the control of 
the planning process. However, the expenditure of time and money need 
not be exorbitant, and including others in identifying resources of impor-
tance to be managed or considered in planning does not mean giving over 
the ultimate decision-making authority. Costs and time to address  intangible 
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 cultural resources can be managed by combining efforts to identify and 
evaluate such resources with other efforts, such as regularly planned public 
involvement or assessments of tangible  cultural resources. Such parallel 
efforts are often required by law or policy, and if you are going to under-
take them anyway, why not enhance the effort to include information 
gathering about intangible cultural resources?

Finally, when it comes to decision making, the authority to make the final 
decision will nearly always lie with the lead agency, land manager, or political 
leader regardless of whether you have involved a community or group in iden-
tifying and evaluating intangible cultural resources. While the community or 
group will undoubtedly have certain expectations regarding the decisions to 
be made based on their level of involvement, the ultimate decision will still 
reside with the agency or government or other managing party. That decision 
will, or at least should, be based on weighing the immediate and future con-
sequences of not accounting for significant intangible cultural resources. 
Failure to address a significant intangible cultural resource in management or 
project planning, especially when it is clearly known to you, is likely to result 
in a lack of trust, greater resistance, and a higher likelihood of political or legal 
action against your efforts in the future.

The recognition and active management of intangible cultural resources is 
a critical component of a holistic approach to managing the human and  natural 
environment. Intangible cultural resources are the glue that binds culture and 
nature together and forms the “human-ness” of humanity. While humans 
 certainly have basic physical needs that must be met by the natural environ-
ment, needs such as food, water, and shelter, our interaction with the environ-
ment and each other goes far beyond that. We have imbued most everything 
with meaning and purpose and to ignore such things and focus only on those 
resources we can see and touch is to manage only a fraction of what is truly 
significant in our daily lives.
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Religious Belief 
and Practice

Michael D. McNally

CHAPTER 10

Introduction

Religion matters. It’s in the daily news, often multiple times per day – and 
decisively not under the headlines so uniformly predicted by social sciences: 
“Secularization Prevails; Religion Retreats” or “Religion Clearly on Wane in 
American Public Life.” Religion matters profoundly to the identities of and 
choices made by individuals and it matters profoundly to groups. Despite the 
familiar view that there’s an impregnable “wall of separation1 between church 
and state,” it matters deeply in American law and politics. Rarely do we feel 
neutral about religion’s perduring force in modern life: it is often seen as either 
brutish and divisive or harmonious and hopeful, depending on one’s own com-
mitments. I may be foolishly optimistic, but I know I’m not alone in thinking 
that, when cool heads prevail, a more refined understanding of the workings 
and diversity of religious practices and beliefs can contribute immensely to 
understanding what often animates the public positions of  fellow citizens and 
thus to the improvement of our public life together in a diverse society.

If religion matters so much, one wouldn’t necessarily know it from the 
quantity or quality of analysis in the pages of a randomly selected Environmental 
Impact Statement (EIS) or cultural resource management (CRM) consultant 
report. For example, one of the higher-profile EIS and CRM cases in the 
United States has concerned how nuclear waste might be transported to a 
disposal site at Nevada’s Yucca Mountain. A friend of mine who worked for a 
consulting firm on the analysis reported that the team was provided an 
 inch-thick document solely on the proper use of decimal points in the 
 environmental analysis – for the initiated, 4.000 does not mean the same thing 
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as 4. But no such fastidious detail was provided on how to regard the ample 
religious claims related to the area affected by the proposed project and the 
transportation systems through which wastes might be transported.

This, to me, is curious, since religion is so consistently a crucial considera-
tion of the human environment, or of the cultural and historical significance 
of places, practices, and beliefs that CRM practitioners are asked to analyze 
and manage.

I wish I could say this chapter will provide busy CRM professionals such 
precise direction on how definitively to regard religion; it won’t. But in what 
follows I hope to offer CRM practitioners a more refined view of religious 
practice and belief than one tends to find in legal and regulatory discourse. In 
particular, I aim to help CRM practitioners think through the definitional 
questions that so consistently, perhaps inevitably, accompany analyses of 
impacts on religious practices, places, beliefs, and identities as matters of the 
human environment or as matters of cultural and historic significance. For 
where the conventional analyses of, say, radioactivity or noise do not require a 
philosophical consideration of the definition of radioactivity or noise, consid-
erations of religion in the human environment or as an aspect of cultural or 
historic significance consistently do.

Ever since the concept of “religion” as we know it emerged as a category of 
modern Western thought, the term itself has provoked controversy, as have 
the practices, beliefs, movements, and institutions this term designates. 
Historians and observers of contemporary geo-politics will point out that reli-
gion can be among the more socially conservative of human doings even while 
it can also be among the most revolutionary. In American public life, religion 
provided a biblical basis for slavery; it also became a useful medium through 
which African Americans criticized, resisted, and sustained hope and meaning 
within slavery’s confines. A century later, religion made possible the broad 
success of the civil rights movement; it also made possible successful passage 
of referenda defining a monogamous heterosexual union as the sole form of 
permissible marriage.

Cultural resource managers and advocates don’t need this chapter to 
remind them that “religion” and the “sacred” present particular difficulties 
for meaningful public discussion and decision making. But they may  welcome 
the ways that I as a religious studies scholar can name the impoverishment of 
much received language in cultural resource management for the translation 
of religious claims into the terms of cultural and historical significance. As a 
student of the distinctive contours of Native American religious traditions 
which do not easily conform to conventional notions of “religion,” I have 
sojourned for several years in the legal and regulatory terrain of CRM profes-
sionals. Along the way, I have come to think that cultural resource managers 
keen to appreciate the felt significance of sites, objects, practices, folklore, 
music, and even beliefs commonly associated with religion often struggle to 
represent its  significance to human communities in the managerial and 
 regulatory terms at hand.
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Like the category “culture” itself, “religion” is one we use in regular 
 conversation as a shared shorthand for exceedingly complex felt realities and 
social phenomena. Like culture, the complexity and indeterminacy of the 
 category of religion defy legal and regulatory, much less scholarly, efforts to 
pin it down. But pin it down we often must, if we are to include its felt realities 
in the matters of scientific, historical, and cultural significance that CRM 
 practitioners manage.

Let me begin by saying that I will not offer any one definition here of reli-
gion as the “fix” for settling its indeterminacy. No single such pill can thus 
satisfy the demands of effective, responsive, and just, much less legal, cultural 
resource management. But I think in these pages I might offer, from the rather 
expansive theoretical toolkit of the interdisciplinary field of religious studies, a 
portable pull-out carrier of wrenches, awls, and screwdrivers with various points 
to enable CRM practitioners to address real-world problems with more versa-
tility and confidence. Or, if that toolkit image is too mechanical, as I think it is, 
to encompass the imagination, judgment, and inter- subjectivity required of 
even a provisional understanding of religious claims, I will try to identify, and 
use case studies to illuminate, how a more refined because more expansive 
awareness of the dynamics of “religion” can be of use to CRM practitioners as 
they try to articulate and address, in an admittedly impoverished language, the 
place of religion in cultural resource  management.

Any sustained and critical examination of the category of religion, like that 
of culture, will produce a major presenting problem that is important to name 
here at the outset. Perhaps you’ve had the experience that the longer you sit 
with and contemplate a word in silence, the more it comes unglued from its 
referent, and the more you ponder this, the more you come to suspect the 
entire latticework of language is just that: a latticework of arbitrary signs 
rooted in no sure foundation at all. If a consideration of the history and 
 contested nature of the category of “culture” presents a similar scenario, the 
ramifications are more complicated with respect to religion for at least two 
reasons. First, while people feel strongly about their culture, they tend to feel 
even more strongly about what aspects of culture they take to be religious in 
nature. If what keeps students of comparative religion going is precisely the 
way that arbitrary signs become necessary symbols that not only represent but 
are themselves real presences of the divine or ultimate reality, this very approach 
to the workings of symbols and symbolic practices is typically unpersuasive, if 
not offensive, to the sensibilities of religious peoples.

To illustrate, take an extreme example from within American Protestant 
Christianity. Serpent handlers from the Appalachian region say they believe 
the whole Bible is true; but unlike the vast majority of their fellow 
Fundamentalists who also believe the whole Bible to be the Word of God and 
thus true, these serpent handlers invest and orient their entire lives on the 
particular injunction in Mark 16:17–18 to “take up serpents” in moments of 
worship when “anointed by the Holy Spirit.” To the outsider – and this is as 
true of the vast majority of American Fundamentalist Christians for whom 
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serpent handling is not emblematic of worship as it is of scholars looking on 
with the perspective of academic distance – this practice can seem not only 
“irrational,” but more curiously, even precariously, arbitrary. Indeed, for the 
believer it can seem heretical, anything but Christian. But to the serpent han-
dler, whose faith is grounded in the experience of the Holy Spirit in such 
moments of worship, the necessity, the truth, of Mark 16:17–18 is felt so 
powerfully, so necessarily, that it makes sense to orient all life, even put one’s 
life in mortal danger, in light of it. The point here is that the indeterminacy of 
the conceptual category of religion is problematic not simply because its slip-
periness prevents effective regulatory or public conversation but especially 
because those making religious claims are speaking not merely about an 
esthetic trapping of their cultural life but often about the very foundation of 
their world, their reason, and their identity. In regulatory matters involving 
religious claims, what may be at stake from a religious practitioner’s perspec-
tive is not merely whether a place is serene and quiet enough to promote 
spiritually fulfilling prayer; at stake may be the continuation of the universe.

A second reason that religion poses a series of presenting problems that do 
not accompany the same analysis of culture is that religion is a turn of phrase 
that happens to be ensconced in our constitution via the First Amendment. 
While at first glance it might seem that constitutional status would secure 
more, not less, clarity about religion, in fact the opposite is true, since the 
constitution and First Amendment are surprisingly terse in their treatment of 
the category, and since the predominant judicial interpretation of religion’s 
place in the constitution discourages once-and-for-all governmental defini-
tions. Religion, the weightiness of which is secured by its constitutional stat-
ure, is prohibited on constitutional grounds from being defined carefully by 
government. More on that conundrum, and the legal framing of the category 
of religion, later, but let it be said here at the outset that the recognition of 
religion in a constitution produces as many problems as it addresses. CRM 
practitioners need not be reminded here how difficult it can be to sort out 
what First Amendment, or statutory, protections of religious freedom mean 
for their discussions and determinations; but perhaps they can be emboldened 
to work within those legal and regulatory constraints with more dexterity and 
imagination.

Impoverishment of CRM Language for Effectively 
Talking About Religion

What first struck me as I encountered what CRM folks do on a daily basis is 
the enormous difficulty of translating claims concerning religious practices 
and beliefs into the public language of cultural resource management without 
trivializing or denaturing those claims in the process. At the same time, I was 
struck by how consistently such religious claims find themselves prominently 
part of the balancing acts cultural resource managers are charged to finesse. 
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To gauge the difficulty of this presenting problem, let me explain by taking 
each category in the CRM acronym.

Religion as culture

While one can view religious experience, belief, and practice in sui generis 
terms, as essentially distinct from other, non-religious aspects of culture, and 
although there are surely religious practitioners who insist on a clear bound-
ary between religion and culture, thinking of the religious in terms of the 
cultural makes a good deal of sense, especially in light of how anthropologist 
Clifford Geertz’s articulation of “Religion as a Cultural System” (1973a) has 
captured the definitional imagination since his article by that title first appeared 
in 1966 (Geertz 1966:90). I should add parenthetically that while Geertz’s 
approach to religion as culture has come under increasing scrutiny and criti-
cism, I always begin my Introduction to Religion class with his essay in order 
to clarify that religions are self-authenticating systems of meaning. Appropriately 
Geertz resists cramming his rich material into one definitional statement, and 
this is what a working definition of religion sounds like when he must:

(1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and 
long-lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating conceptions of 
a general order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such an 
aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.

But perhaps attending to this self-authentication of how rituals foster experi-
ences that confirm the truths of worldviews that are framed by myths that 
script the rituals, one can begin to get beyond the initial astonishment that 
people could be so deluded as to believe that Scripture X is God’s word or 
that just sitting there doing nothing and meditating on the present moment 
leads to an appreciation of ultimate reality or that Rainbow Bridge is not just 
a Navajo symbol or a temple, but deity itself; one must understand such claims 
on their own terms – not agreeing with them but on principle refusing to 
explain such claims away merely as a function of something else – merely a 
psychological coping mechanism or the social glue that functions to enable 
societal concord, ecological adaptation, or economic success. And crucially, as 
morally important as it is to take other religious cultures seriously on their 
own terms and in their particularity, Geertz argues we should do so not just 
because it’s the right thing to do but because it’s the intellectually honest thing 
to do, since this is how all cultural systems, those of modern nationalism, sui-
cide bombing, scientism, and Presbyterianism alike, create the webs that sus-
pend us in meaningful worlds.

I think Geertz’s approach, and in a related sense the CRM construal of 
religious beliefs and practices as facets of culture, is pedagogically, heuris-
tically, very useful, especially where religions are all too often regarded either 
in Fundamentalist terms or explained away as the false consciousness of the 
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other. As Geertz so beautifully puts it, when push comes to shove, and 
 tragedies of enormous proportions strike, the meaning that religious systems 
enable does not erase suffering, but makes it sufferable.

Yet the detachment of Geertz’s definition, necessary perhaps to a social 
scientific approach, and an inevitable byproduct perhaps of the translation of 
felt realities of particular cultures into universally comprehensible symbolic 
practices and beliefs, defers rather than resolves the central presenting  problem 
with which we began.

This extends in particular to “ethnographic resources,” which for academic 
writers and reader of ethnographies seems to be a rather curious CRM term 
of art to refer to those cultural resources that are of value to living communi-
ties. The very designation of that relationship between those communities and 
resources thus designated as “ethnographic” may merely be an innocent 
 artifact of the history of CRM, but as a designation of value, which it  ultimately 
is, the concept of “ethnographic resource” literally inscribes the value to those 
with the scholarly distance and mettle to “graph” ethnos, to write culture.

Religious resources?

As a discussion of the ethnographic in “ethnographic resource” implies, if 
religion as culture presents some challenges as well as opportunities, the lan-
guage of resource in the formation cultural resources accentuates those chal-
lenges and minimizes those opportunities. The language of resource that 
designates the objects of CRM stewardship establishes a sense of their value to 
the public, and thus the nature of the charge to steward those resources; of 
course it also draws on and marks off the cultural from the natural resources 
protected initially in environmental law. But the valuation of resources, neces-
sarily an instrumental valuation – that they are valuable for educational, scien-
tific, historic, purposes – tends to stray from the value they have for religious 
people. Azusa Street in urban Los Angeles is a resource for Americans and 
history that birthed American Pentecostalism because the Holy Spirit arrested 
with its presence a 1906 revival there, as is El Santuario de Chimayo in north-
ern New Mexico, where numerous pilgrims have received healing by prayer 
and the application of sacred dirt associated with that holy place by Hispaño 
and other Roman Catholics from the early nineteenth century on. But in their 
own respective ways, members of those religious communities associate those 
places not only with a storied past, but as potent places of what Mircea Eliade 
famously called eruptions of the sacred; places not only of significance, but of 
presence (Eliade 1987). Native American communities have borne eloquent 
witness not just to the inaptness of the category of resource as it often pertains 
to religious matters but to the potential injustice of it. CRM practitioners may 
have many points of view about the workability of NAGPRA, the US Native 
American Grave Protection and Repatriation Act (1990), but few should find 
controversial the human rights violation of designating broad categories of 
human remains as archaeological resources and thus as property of the state.
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I offer this latter example, well knowing it may furl the brow of many 
archaeologist readers because the US law that proffers that designation – the 
US Archaeological Resources Protection Act (ARPA) – was created in order 
to safeguard those remains from destruction at the hands of those who did 
not appreciate their value. My point is that thus valuing these remains in the 
discourse of resources, while it made room within regulatory regimes of the 
state to protect them as “archaeological resources,” could not adequately rec-
ognize their humanity as the dead to whom living communities felt and feel 
related. Those same proclivities can find religious communities reluctant to 
speak the language of cultural property in their efforts to protect sacred places, 
practices, and presences in things. What audacity, the devout might say, to 
speak of sacred presences as mute things of “ownership” like cars, whether 
they hover in the mist over waterfalls, reside in the genome of a sacred plant 
like wild rice, sit on a side altar pedestal of a community shrine, or are persons 
ritually committed to the soil. If religion in contemporary American society 
seems typically a matter of “loud and proud” advocacy in the public square, 
and if the law provides for assertive cultural property claims in the courts, 
CRM professionals should attune their ear to reticence or soft-spokenness, 
too, as a register in which piety can find expression.

But as thinking of religion in the language of culture presents possibilities for 
effective public discussion and adjudication of religious claims as well as obvi-
ous limitations, thinking about religious places, practices, objects, and beliefs 
as resources also presents a rich possibility. As I’ll explain more fully below, 
scholars have departed from a view of religions, like other forms of cultures, as 
closed systems whose integrity lies in their coherence or stability or consensus 
and where hybridity or syncretism is anomalous. Instead, religious traditions, 
like other cultural forms, are increasingly imagined as sites of contestation as 
well as shared languages for the articulation of that contestation, and impor-
tantly as repertoires of symbolic and material resources available for the making 
of new forms by resourceful communities and individuals. In this light, the 
religiousness of a claim can be authenticated by the cultural politics surround-
ing it, not rendered absent by those politics. And cultural resources need not be 
resources of some scholarly or even religious access to some religious past 
locked into those places, practices, objects, lore, and beliefs, but rather resources 
for the continuing vitality of religion, tradition, and culture. The better analo-
gies here are less the conservation of architectural history or of archaeological 
sites as texts for the excavation and interpretation of the past, and more music 
or folklore repertoires, of the oracular or revelatory possibilities of places that 
count, rather than their explanatory or representational value.

Managing religion

It makes sense to draw on the process-oriented, professionalized language of 
“management” to encompass the hard work of balancing competing goods 
and ensuring that stakeholders have seats at tables where processes of 
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 consultation and negotiation are carried out in a diverse, open society. 
At the same time, as CRM practitioners well know, it is one thing to manage 
ducks and fish and another thing altogether to be said to “manage” cultural 
resources. How much more ironic to be presented with managing the phe-
nomena of religion, or the religious experience of those phenomena, as one 
inevitably does when managing cultural resources that are also religious in 
nature. If ironic, it is also complicated because our constitution and courts 
have determined we can regulate religion only sparingly and only with good 
reason. How does a professional manager, or those stating their case to 
 professional managers, translate passionate religious claims into the dispas-
sionate, bureaucratic, and rationalized language that sociologist Max Weber 
(1978; esp. vol. 1, pp. 214ff) contrasted with the often charismatic or tradi-
tional authority of religious communities? How, for example, does one ade-
quately line up a claim that the cosmos will come apart if a sacred mountain 
or spring is desecrated with the kind of cost–benefit analyses that can mean-
ingfully frame the choices in public planning? One answer to this, as we shall 
see below, is to subscribe to a political liberalism assumed by much of the 
discourse of CRM and perhaps most effectively articulated by philosopher 
John Rawls (2001), that religious people, holding any number of private 
religious commitments, are entitled to bring their claims and concerns into 
the public square as long as they provide public reasons for their claims.2 In 
turn, those public reasons assume the language and logic of argument that 
any reasonable person would recognize as rational. If this seems to many to 
be the more workable of solutions to the dilemmas facing democratic socie-
ties that are also religiously and ethically diverse, and if it seems fitting as a 
way of understanding the kinds of consultation and negotiation across com-
munities that are implied in many environmental and historic preservation 
laws, a number of important and prominent critics have taken this view as 
facile at best, and at worst as hostile to the integrity of religious claims and 
full participation of religious people in democracy. Appealing to the  language 
of public reason may require religious people to trivialize what they take to 
be ultimately true.

A brief foray into the history of the category of religion can help establish 
how the secularized language of cultural resource management can be so 
impoverished with respect to representing religion precisely because that his-
tory remains part and parcel of a broader history of secularization.

The Religious and the Secular

At least since publication of Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s (1963) Meaning and 
End of Religion, people in religious studies have kept an eye on the develop-
ment of the term “religion,” long recognizing that the sense in which we use 
the term today – as a near-universal dimension of human life (rather than an 
in-house term denoting pious or monastic Christianity) and as such a proper 
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object of comparative and critical study, discretely marked off from the  “secular” 
objects emerging fields of study like economics and political science, is only 
as old as the European Enlightenment. There are trees and perhaps even some 
tortoises still living which are older than the usage of the term “religion” as we 
know it. More recently, religious studies scholarship has asserted a critical read-
ing of this fact as more than coincidental: the category of religion as we know 
it and use it today emerged not only simultaneously, but necessarily with the 
category of the secular in the naturalizing, universalizing sense that we speak of 
it today. Put another way, we weren’t able to conceive of “religion” until we 
conceived of the secular from which it could be distinguished, and thus the 
descriptive analytic category has always emerged as part of the secularization of 
economy and politics and other domains of social life. Also, no such distinction 
would have been very meaningful absent the religious reconfigurations of the 
Protestant Reformation, with its suspicion of the temporal authority of the 
clergy and its protest against the materiality of ritual and consequent “spiritu-
alization” of “the sacred” and the emphasis on the “Word” as a representa-
tional symbol rather than a sacramental presence that transforms reality. Under 
this scenario, what is religious is properly not political, or economic, much less 
material and vice versa. Religious phenomena that are political, or economic, 
or material are at best seen as anomalous or at worst, perversions, of what is 
properly “religious.” Perhaps it comes as no surprise that some of the most 
vocal critics of the seeming naturalness of this religious/secular distinction in 
“civilized” modern life are those postcolonial thinkers keen to the construal of 
Islamic societies as anomalous or hostile to some presumptively neutral and 
universal secularism. In his landmark books, Genealogies of Religion and 
Formations of the Secular, anthropologist Talal Asad has explored the imperial-
ism that stands behind the presumption that the “religious” and the “secular” 
are neutral categories hovering above the Protestant Christian context of their 
emergence in the modern West (Asad 1993, 2003). Within religious studies, 
scholars have circled back to the category of religion as one which is not simply 
used, but deployed to impose a kind of “cognitive imperialism” on non-Protes-
tant and non-secular cultural subjects (Fitzgerald 2000; Masuzawa 2005). 
Other scholars have focused on the plurality of “secularisms” that have emerged 
in different historical formations and legal contexts of nation states, rather than 
as a singular, universal secularism that is culturally neutral (cf. Jakobsen and 
Pellegrini 2008).

The Sacred and the Profane

The false confidence in the clarity of the religious/secular distinction is 
 replicated more subtly still perhaps in the distinction between sacred and 
 profane, famously encoded into the social scientific study of religion early in 
the twentieth century by sociologist Emile Durkheim (2001) and later in the 
century by Mircea Eliade (1987), whose work has been important to how 
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many construe the workings of sacred space. Although each thinker is given 
to closer readings than this, the attention they accord to a hard and fast dichot-
omy between sacred and profane winds up profanizing what many peoples 
take to be sacred. If, for example, a traditional practice – like subsistence whal-
ing or cultivation of certain seed stocks of corn – is both plainly economic in 
nature and also meaningfully religious in the ways that they are tied to mythic 
narratives, ritual practices, and regulated by religious ethics, how are we to 
encompass both the economic and the religious in a way that doesn’t call into 
question the authenticity of the religious?

The conventional wisdom that religion is to be found clearly and cleanly on 
one side of the dichotomy between sacred and profane is also problematic for 
CRM in the way that the sacred, thus dichotomized, mutes the finer distinc-
tions with which communities can regard the religious significance of place. 
As Thomas King observes in another book:

Even where places are ascribed some sort of spiritual qualities, are sanctified by 
practice or belief, I’ve become wary of calling them “sacred.” The term carries a 
great deal of semantic freight in Western culture that may be counter-productive to 
load on a place – even one to which supernatural power is ascribed. (King 2003:7)

Considering sites of significance to indigenous communities, for example, a 
place may be so sacrosanct that the place needs time to itself; or it may be sacred 
at particular times of the year, or it may be sacred but in such a manner that is 
not desecrated by economic activities. The all-or-nothingism of the category of 
the sacred, rooted in this larger conceptualization of religion as ineluctably dis-
tinct from the secular, is simply too wooden to account for the finer grains of 
indigenous distinctions, and importantly, as King observes, can be inimical to 
effective efforts to safeguard the spiritual significance of such places.

These are but two examples of where the constraints of the decidedly  secular 
discourse of CRM are established in the very formation of the category of 
religion. Importantly, however, this is not to say that the confines of this 
 language need foreclose on the possibility of effective public discussion of 
religious claims in cultural resource management.

Religion as Imagined and Regulated in “Secular” Law

Indeed the broader opposition between the religious and the secular is reiter-
ated in the constitutional distinctions of the First Amendment to the US con-
stitution, and thus academic definitions of religion are closely related to, even 
implicated in, the regulatory process of defining religion as a separate sphere 
of activity. While I won’t endeavor here to provide an exhaustive treatment of 
the legal framework in which religion has been defined and regulated, as 
important as such a treatment might be for CRM practitioners, I will attempt 
briefly to survey the principal features of that terrain.
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The constitution approved in 1789 was largely silent on the subject of 
 religion save for the provision that no “religious test” could constrain holders 
of public office. The religion clauses of the First Amendment to the Constitution 
provided in 1791 that “Congress shall make no law respecting an establish-
ment of religion; or prohibiting the free exercise thereof,” and the terseness of 
these words bespoke the differences among the framers concerning the  subject 
of religion and public life. Indeed ascertaining what those framers intended is 
open to considerable debate, and a debate perhaps inevitably caught up in 
competing truth claims about American religious, cultural, and moral  identity.

Over the years, however, the courts have clarified a number of meanings of 
the 16 words of the religion clauses. Ironically perhaps, only a few federal 
court cases concerned the religion clauses prior to the 1940s, when the US 
Supreme Court invoked the Fourteenth Amendment to newly regard the 
reach of the First Amendment as extending to the states, and thus to lower 
levels of government. This move opened up litigation that ever since has made 
the courts key arbiters of the proper place of religion in American public life.

Religious freedom jurisprudence came to be construed in two streams per-
taining to what the courts discerned as two distinct clauses of the First 
Amendment: the Establishment Clause, “Congress shall make no law respect-
ing an establishment of religion,” seen to forbid governmental establishment 
or privileging of any particular religion, or religion over no religion; and the 
Free Exercise Clause, “or to prohibit the free exercise thereof,” seen to pro-
tect the freedom of religious exercise from the regulating authority of the 
state. Because religious freedom cases seldom involve questions of religion 
alone, but more typically implicate other competing goods like public safety, 
national security, free speech, children’s rights, equality under the law, and 
other civil rights, partly what courts have had to discern is the appropriate 
weight to assign to the claims of religious freedom with respect to those other 
competing goods. Some have viewed religion freedom as the “first freedom,” 
utterly foundational to American liberties and identity, noting that the reli-
gion clauses are the first utterances of the Bill of Rights, rhetorically distinct 
from freedom of speech and assembly, and protecting the autonomy of reli-
gious practices, communities, and institutions (Carter 1993). Others have 
regarded religious freedom protections as one subset of a larger First 
Amendment freedom of expression, which amounts to a freedom of individual 
conscience and belief but hardly extends beyond the arena of conscience and 
expression of that conscience.

These and other philosophical considerations of constitutional interpreta-
tion obtain in many of the principal major religious freedom court cases. I’ll 
briefly try to stake out, through relevant Supreme Court cases, the overall 
state of jurisprudence today, referring the reader to more precise accounts to 
be found in legal studies literature elsewhere.

As far as religious freedom is concerned, most battles of the culture wars in 
recent decades have concerned the courts’ proper interpretation of the 
Establishment Clause. In Lemon v. Kurtzman (1971),3 the Supreme Court 
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struck down a state program to provide aid to religious schools, and in the 
doing, provided the courts with what has since been called the three-part 
Lemon Test for determining whether a given government action has crossed 
the constitutional line of establishing religion. The Lemon Test directs courts 
evaluating the constitutionality of a government action to first ask whether 
that action serves a bona fide secular purpose. If the court determines there is 
such a secular purpose, the courts secondly are to ask whether the governmen-
tal action has the primary effect of advancing or inhibiting religion. If no such 
primary effect is determined, the court proceeds then to ask whether the gov-
ernment act constitutes an “excessive entanglement” between government 
(including the court itself, as it performs its task) and religion. As a somewhat 
still intact working test for determining the proper bounds of religion and 
American public life, the Lemon Test continues to present a number of con-
ceptual problems already addressed in this chapter. The first “secular purpose” 
prong presumes a kind of determinacy to the “religious” and to the “secular” 
that is difficult to come by in real life. And especially insofar as the courts have 
construed the “excessive entanglement” language of the third prong to dis-
suade and forbid even the courts from wading too deep in the waters of deter-
mining where the religious ends and where the merely cultural, or the secular, 
begins, there is a difficulty even more vexing to one’s faith that the courts can 
proceed from a universally acceptable reasoning that is more than merely 
political or partisan.

While the Lemon Test continues to control many Establishment Clause 
decisions throughout the courts, a number of alternative conceptual tools 
have emerged that have served to somewhat loosen the courts’ disciplined 
boundary maintenance around religion in American public life.

In a 1989 case involving public Christmas and Hanukkah displays, Allegheny 
County v. ACLU, Justice Kennedy proposed a “coercion test” as an alternative to 
Lemon, which finds government actions unconstitutional if they are seen 
to provide aid to religion that would establish a state church or coerce people 
to support or participate in a religion against their will.4

An “endorsement test” has emerged from Justice O’Connor’s concurring 
opinion in Lynch v. Donnelly, a 1984 case that found unconstitutional a 
Christmas display in a Connecticut town center. O’Connor’s test directs 
courts, especially in similar cases involving public display of religion, to ask 
whether a reasonable observer might reasonably conclude a government 
action has served to endorse religion, with the principal concern of whether a 
government action conveys “a message to non-adherents that they are outsid-
ers, not full members of the political community and an accompanying mes-
sage to adherents that they are insiders, favored members of the political 
community.”5

More recently, in several cases involving public support of religious schools, 
the Supreme Court has invoked a “neutrality test,” framing the constitutional 
question in terms of whether government actions maintain neutrality, that is, 
whether they treat religious groups no differently than they treat other groups 
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in like situations.6 But these and many other Establishment Clause cases have 
involved narrow majorities of the Supreme Court, and the decisions have not 
directed lower courts with much clarity how to regard the proper boundary 
concerning the establishment of religion. In 2005, for example, the Supreme 
Court heard two different cases involving Ten Commandments monuments 
and ruled, with 5–4 majorities, to uphold one on the grounds of the Texas 
State Capitol, where it was said to have attained over time a kind of traditional 
status, and to strike down the other, a more recently installed display in a 
Kentucky courtroom.7

While the sequence of cases involving the Free Exercise clause have pro-
ceeded somewhat distinctly from the Establishment Clause cases, there are a 
number of ways in which they remain crucially connected. For example, the 
principle behind the excessive entanglement concern stands behind a number 
of milestones in Free Exercise jurisprudence in the reluctance of the courts to 
render judgments about the validity or fraud of religious beliefs, or to cross 
into theological or ecclesiastical terrain in order to confuse the judicial effort 
to define religion or its sincere exercise with the theological effort to define 
(and thus to discipline) good or bad religion (Sullivan 2007).

Free Exercise clause jurisprudence has long recognized that claims to reli-
gious freedom may have limits that courts must recognize to protect public 
safety and other compelling government interests. The Supreme Court, in its 
capacity as the ruling court of the federally controlled Utah Territory, famously 
struck down Mormon polygamy in 1878, making a clear distinction between 
religious belief and religious conduct and noting that the First Amendment’s 
protection of belief did not extend to all religious conduct that stems from 
that belief.8 Courts later came to regard the boundaries of protected religious 
conduct as extending only so far as the public was not endangered, and author-
ized regulation of religious conduct where the government could provide a 
“rational basis” for that regulation.

The key case in Free Exercise clause jurisprudence was a 1963 case, Sherbert 
v. Verner, in which the Supreme Court found unconstitutional the denial of 
unemployment benefits to a Seventh Day Adventist who had been fired for 
failure to work on the Adventist Sabbath when her schedule was abruptly 
changed. The Court articulated the three-part Sherbert Test, which instructed 
subsequent courts to ask whether (1) there was a demonstrable burden on 
religious exercise, (2) whether a government had justified its action with a 
“compelling state interest,” and (3) whether the government had exhausted 
alternative actions that would not thus burden religious exercise. By raising 
the standard for governmental regulation of religion from the “rational basis” 
of Reynolds v. US on to that of a “compelling state interest,” the Sherbert Test 
effectively put the burden on government to show that its actions outweighed 
those of religious freedom, and this extended through a number of expansive 
religious freedom protections for conscientious objectors who were not plainly 
religious in their affiliation or belief and beyond to Wisconsin v. Yoder, a 1972 
case in which a Wisconsin compulsory education statute was found to violate 
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the rights of an Amish community to commend its way of life by educating 
young people on its own terms after eighth grade.9

A series of cases in the 1980s began to withdraw this expansive reach of 
religious freedom protections with respect to other competing goods. In 
Goldman v. Weinberger, the Supreme Court in 1986 upheld a military uni-
form code even though it disallowed an Orthodox Jewish rabbi chaplain from 
wearing a yarmulke, returning to the logic of the 1878 Reynolds Decision that 
belief and practice could be tidily distinguished and that the First Amendment’s 
protections principally concern beliefs.10 In the 1988 case Lyng v. Northwest 
Indian Cemetery Protective Association, known to many US CRM practition-
ers as “the GO-Road case,” the Supreme Court reversed both lower court 
rulings to affirm the US Forest Service’s authorization of a logging road in 
northern California that the Yurok, Karuk, and Tolowa tribal communities 
claimed desecrated High Country necessary to their culture and to the renewal 
of the cosmos.11 Against a vigorous dissent, the Court worked within the 
Sherbert Test rubric to argue that a showing of a “burden” on religious exer-
cise must amount to a government action’s outright coercion against or pro-
hibition of religious exercise. The key word of the Free Exercise clause, Justice 
O’Connor averred, was “prohibit.”

But felt excesses of the Sherbert Test itself were in the crosshairs of the 
Rehnquist Court, and in another Native American religious freedom case, 
Employment Division, Dept. of Human Services, State of Oregon v. Smith, the 
Supreme Court definitively reversed in 1990 the course of Free Exercise 
Jurisprudence based on Sherbert.12 In a case involving an unemployment com-
pensation claim by a Native American practitioner of the Native American 
Church, a tradition characterized by ritual engagement of Peyote cactus med-
icine, the Supreme Court reversed lower court rulings that recognized, fol-
lowing other lower courts, the Native American’s right to participate in the 
Peyote way as part of his own sobriety, and to claim unemployment after 
being fired from his job as a substance abuse counselor. As a matter of law, the 
Smith decision found constitutional Oregon’s controlled substance law, and 
by extension, any other “neutral” government action of “general applicabil-
ity” even if they had the effect of burdening the free exercise of religion. The 
Sherbert Test would apply only in those rare cases where governments expressly 
act to prohibit or burden religious free exercise.13 Where Sherbert had 
placed the burden on government to justify regulation of religious exercise, 
Smith replaced the burden on the practitioner, or on legislatures, to create 
explicit exceptions. Legislatures, it might be pointed out, rarely act in a major-
itarian democracy in favor of the religious practices and beliefs of minority 
communities.

Emboldened by an alliance of religious and civil liberties groups from across 
the ideological spectrum who were unified in their distaste for the Supreme 
Court’s Smith decision, Congress in 1993 responded with a statutory restora-
tion of pre-Smith religious freedom, the Religious Freedom Restoration Act 
(RFRA), which restored the compelling interest terms of the Sherbert Test.14 
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The Supreme Court, in turn, responded in a 1997 case involving a diocese’s 
efforts to claim its RFRA-protected right to develop a church despite historic 
preservation constraints by finding RFRA unconstitutional as it applied to the 
states, citing the separation of powers doctrine that it was the purview of the 
courts, not Congress, to interpret the constitution.15 Congress responded yet 
again with the 2000 Religious Land Use and Institutionalized Persons Act 
(RLUIPA), a more narrowly tailored statute that explicitly identifies land use 
as a valid religious exercise and that amends RFRA to establish that religious 
exercise need not be shown to be “central” to be protected. The latter reflects 
an interesting conundrum in religious freedom jurisprudence, for Justice 
Scalia, who wrote for the majority in Smith, properly warned of the difficulties 
of courts’ determining the relative centrality of any given belief or practices to 
a religious tradition without becoming excessively entangled with forms of 
reasoning more properly seen as theological than impartially judicial.

While RFRA as it applies to federal actions has been upheld in a number of 
cases,16 the courts have not regarded it as a particularly far-reaching protection 
for religious freedom. I’ll return below to a 2008 Ninth Circuit Court of 
Appeals decision affirming the Forest Service’s approval of a scheme to make 
artificial snow for recreational skiing on a mountain sacred to the Navajo, Hopi, 
and others, with treated wastewater from the city of Flagstaff.17 In its attempt 
to interpret the meaning of RFRA’s language of “substantial burden,” the 
Ninth Circuit minimized Congress’s fairly clear intent in RFRA to reverse not 
only Smith, but other Smith-era religious freedom cases like Lyng. Indeed, the 
Ninth Circuit referenced the Lyng Court’s construal of burden in terms of 
“prohibition” or “coercion,” and ruled that the wastewater-to-snow scheme 
on the sacred mountain did not “substantially burden” Navajo and Hopi reli-
gious exercise, but only served to “diminish” their “spiritual  fulfillment.”

That factual findings about the sincerity and centrality of the sacred moun-
tains to the religious traditions of the Navajo and Hopi could be affirmed by 
the same court that in the same breath made a finding of law that religious 
exercise was not substantially burdened when treated wastewater was sprayed 
on it suggests just how difficult it has been for the courts to understand the 
workings of Native religions, oriented as they often are around the integrity of 
sacred places, much less to speak cogently where religion is concerned (spir-
itual fulfillment can be diminished without burdening religious exercise?), 
much less to regard religious freedom claims of minority populations as bear-
ing any weight whatsoever. Nonetheless, such legal contexts in which religious 
claims are adjudicated contribute to, even as they draw on, other ways of con-
struing and speaking of religion. In this latter case, for example, mere “spir-
itual fulfillment,” even if it is seen as the apotheosis of consumptive, internalized 
New Age religiosity and pertains by way of romantic stereotype to Native 
American “spirituality,” does not trigger the constitutional – or even seem-
ingly plain statutory – protection of religious freedom. If everything is deemed 
sacred according to this perverse romanticized image of religiosity, then 
 evidently nothing is sacred in the truly protected sense. All that seems required, 
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according to the Ninth Circuit majority, is to find some other pristine  mountain 
for spiritual fulfillment in nature.

Varied Approaches to Thinking about Religion

If not all construals of religion have turned on the distinction between sacred 
and profane, and if some approaches to religion have even resisted a tidy con-
ceptual wall of separation between the religious and the secular, the more 
significant approaches to religion, to which I’ll now turn, implicate the effort 
to understand religion with the effort to distinguish it from the secular and in 
important respects with the impulse either to decry or to valorize religion.

Not infrequently, the field of religious studies is characterized in terms of 
the story of a group of blind men feeling an elephant and trying collectively 
to ascertain what animal it is. Each concludes that what they’ve encountered 
is defined by the particular feature which they respectively encounter – trunk, 
tusk, ear, haunch, tail. The import of the story for the religion textbook is that 
the best understanding of religion in general will be a perhaps unwieldy com-
posite of many approaches trained on many different particular religions 
(Albanese 2007). While I do want to present something here of a more expan-
sive toolkit (and preliminary list for further reading) to more effectively engage 
such a multifaceted complex congeries of phenomena we call religious, I also 
want to remain keen to the ways that approaches to religion can often inscribe 
a judgment about the value of religion. For example, the origin of religion has 
been an obsession of scholars from David Hume’s 1757 Natural History of 
Religion (Hume 1957) to Mircea Eliade’s (1964) Shamanism: Archaic 
Techniques of Ecstasy and beyond, but to various ends. Hume’s account of the 
origins of religion in superstition is part of an attempt to expose how the reli-
gious commitments of his contemporary Christian opponents remain rooted 
in an original mistake. Eliade, by contrast, gravitates to what he calls “archaic” 
or “primitive man” as those with the fullest appreciation of the Sacred, or 
Real, and with the greatest contrast to a perilously disenchanted, profanized, 
modern world.

Object of religious belief

One approach to religion has been to define it in terms of the “objects” of 
religious belief: religion is found where beliefs concern the “spiritual,” “the 
supernatural,” the “divine.” Though this point of view consistently finds its 
way into common sense or conventional wisdom, scholars of religion who 
have held steadfastly to this view include Hume, just mentioned, but also the 
nineteenth-century English anthropologist, E. B. Tylor, for whom the belief 
in the soul and the concomitant belief in spirits, later gods, and still later God, 
laid out an evolutionary series in which the object of belief changes with cul-
tural evolution, but not the basic structure that religion is defined by the 
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object of belief (Tylor 1958). Many contemporary discussions of religion also 
assume this evolutionary framework, hinging on the object of religious belief. 
Although he did not set out to define religion but rather to relate the religious 
project to other aspirations of modern culture, German Protestant theologian 
Paul Tillich’s understanding of faith as principally a matter of “ultimate con-
cern” was cited in an effort by the Supreme Court to expand the protections 
of religious freedom to a variety of Vietnam-era conscientious objection cases, 
where the objector’s claim was not tied to an historically pacifist denomina-
tion or even an explicit belief in God.18

Implications for CRM
This approach to defining religion in terms of the supernatural or spiritual 
object of religious belief offers CRM practitioners a kind of conceptual clarity 
not found elsewhere. Since it is relatively easy to recognize where religion 
begins and ends in terms of sets of beliefs that can be enumerated, docu-
mented, compared, and contrasted, this approach to defining religion has 
held sway in the courts and other realms of public discourse. Such an approach 
can even work well for traditions which, like Protestant Christianity, have been 
organized in terms of doctrinal orthodoxy, and where, as a consequence, one 
readily finds formal statements of what constitutes right thinking. What is 
more, in such instances one can find a measure for the sincerity of religious 
claims that lie outside the claimants themselves, or the impenetrable and pro-
tean world of experience.

Still, it is in this seductive clarity that a potential problem lies for CRM pro-
fessionals. For one thing, CRM consistently bears on questions of the materi-
ality of religious symbols, places, and practices more than it does on the 
intellective objects of belief. And even where CRM does concern the intangi-
ble cultural resources of oral traditions and folklore, the relationship to belief 
is typically far more complicated than their reduction to lists of authoritative 
beliefs to which people choose to subscribe in toto. As with the teaching of 
religious studies, the CRM practitioner conveys little about the life of a reli-
gious community or its heritage by merely focusing on a tradition as a “belief 
system,” missing the way that experience confirms the truth of sacred narra-
tives and the beliefs that emerge from those narratives and how the experience 
and ethical legal practices of community shape one’s engagement with those 
beliefs. In my teaching, I’ve learned over time that I do more disservice than 
good to a student’s initial foray into Islam if that foray is reading the Qur’an 
for the content of what Muslims believe, for very little of the plain text, even 
in translation, leads clearly to what most Muslims have believed.

Another important implication here is the suppleness that close examina-
tion of any religious community brings to light. Particularly in the case of 
primarily oral traditions (though scholars of religion have pointed out the 
dynamics of orality functioning even in such religions of the book as Islam, 
Judaism, and Christianity), beliefs are never just intellective. Creeds are often 
less texts that are read for their discursive or propositional value than they are 
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scripts for liturgical speech acts that engender community and make tangible 
the presence of God’s word; poetry not prose.

Experience of religion

In considerable tension to a definition of religion focused on the object of 
belief is a cluster of approaches focused on religion as elementally an  experience. 
Protestant theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher’s 1799 work On Religion: 
Speeches to its Cultured Despisers took issue with his Enlightenment contempo-
raries who criticized the reasonableness of religious belief by claiming religion 
as elementally rooted in the feeling of absolute dependence, with the emo-
tional as well as experiential dimensions of that term feeling (Schleiermacher 
1988). Building on Schleiermacher’s argument, congruent with the emerging 
subjectivism of modern and romantic philosophy, was Rudolf Otto’s Idea of 
the Holy, a book which found the essence of religion in the experience of the 
Holy, what Otto called the numinous or the ganz andere, the wholly other 
(Otto 1958). Grounded in philosophical phenomenology, and in such an 
experience, religious commitments were largely impervious to criticisms of 
the rationality of religious belief. If religiosity made sense, according to this 
view, it did so because it was rooted in powerful experiences that were ulti-
mately not to be based on reason.

In the middle of the twentieth century, Romanian Cold War exile Mircea 
Eliade wrote voluminously about religious phenomena as manifestations of the 
“sacred,” a singular category of experience that varies in its particular manifes-
tations in different times, spaces, and cultures, but which is characterized prin-
cipally by its wholly other nature. Eliade’s panhuman essentialism is hardly in 
fashion among religious studies scholars today who emphasize the particularity 
of culture or language’s place in the construction of experience, but there 
remains in the study of religion as such a principled attention to taking seri-
ously the claims of religious practitioners. For some, as for Wilfred Cantwell 
Smith, this is principally a moral stance committed to the study of religion as 
essentially an inherently comparative and inter-subjective dialogue not with 
“religions” but with religious people; but for Eliade, such a position is as phil-
osophically necessary as it is morally apt, since the question of the experience 
of the presence of the sacred, the wholly other, can never be adequately 
explained in other terms without being explained away (Eliade 1954).

Following Karl Marx, Sigmund Freud thought just the opposite; religion to 
Freud could not be properly understood on its own terms, but required sci-
entific explanation from outside the system. But if he ultimately found reli-
gious experience to be delusional, more than coincidentally like those of 
abnormal psychological conditions, he paid sustained attention to the power 
of its irrational attachments in human history. In The Future of an Illusion, 
Freud performs a psychoanalysis of humanity, locating its unhealthy  attachment 
to the illusion of religion as a major stumbling block, if an understandably 
seductive and central one, in the work of culture (Freud 1961).
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Freud’s contemporary in American psychology, William James, gave far 
more credence to the category of religious experience. In his Varieties of 
Religious Experience (1902), James advances a taxonomy of religious  experience 
that does not claim religious experience as a sui generis phenomenon, 
 eschewing the sense that there was anything essentially religious about  religious 
objects, acts, or experiences. In his oft-quoted “circumscription” of the topic 
of religion – a term he preferred to definition because of his conviction that 
there is no essence to religion – James averred:

Religion, therefore, as I now ask you arbitrarily to take it, shall mean for us the 
feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they 
apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the 
divine. Since the relation may be either moral, physical, or ritual, it is evident 
that out of religion in the sense in which we take it, theologies, philosophies, 
and ecclesiastical organizations may secondarily grow. (James 1902)

While James’s circumscription is too often identified with a psychologist’s 
individualization of religion (James himself has a far more complicated philo-
sophical and psychological view of the individual as a seat of experience), it is 
this experience of religion, and the “varieties of religious experience,” that are 
the quarry of the student of religion, not the object of that experience.

Implications for CRM
As focused as CRM must be on the formal, outer artifacts, places, and prac-
tices of religious communities, CRM professionals should heed this religious 
studies commitment to taking religious experience seriously. By that I mean 
neither taking people naïvely at their word – certainly not agreeing with them – 
nor confidently reducing their stated or narrated religious experience to some 
other terms of what is supposedly “really” going on – economic, political, 
psychological. Rather, I mean taking the phenomenon of religious experience 
seriously as a source of motivation, a fulcrum for particular forms of rational-
ity, a matter of social as well as personal significance. This is good practice for 
CRM professionals also because, as Thomas King points out in the case of 
traditional cultural properties, it helps us understand why religious communi-
ties can regard as spiritually significant places that strike the outsider as com-
pletely mundane. If one is thinking solely in terms of architectural history or 
archaeological significance, it can be hard to imagine why places could be seen 
as significant that are eminently unremarkable, or whose integrity as sites of 
religiosity seems compromised already by development (King 2003).

That the subjective reality of religious experience cannot or should not be 
gainsaid, however, raises as many questions as it answers for CRM. Many 
CRM professionals familiar with the PANE decision in which the Supreme 
Court held against the claims of opponents that a nuclear energy plant in New 
Hampshire brought profound impacts on the human environment by distin-
guishing those claims as “merely psychological” effects19 know that more than 
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psychological claims need to be advanced under that statutory review process, 
but what about the experiential realities of religious traditions? In the 2008 
en banc ruling touched on above, which demoted its own three-judge panel 
ruling to a dissent, the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals held that the Forest 
Service’s approval of a ski area’s plan to make artificial snow on an Arizona 
mountain clearly established to be a sacred mountain to six plaintiff tribes, 
using treated wastewater from nearby Flagstaff, did not place a “substantial 
burden” on the beliefs and practices of those tribes and thus violate the 1993 
Religious Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA) because its effect was merely/
primarily subjective in nature. J. Fletcher’s dissent in the case cited William 
James’s Varieties of Religious Experience as suggesting the ludicrous nature of 
the view that religion, and thus religious burdens, are ever anything but sub-
jective in nature. PANE and the San Francisco Peaks case would suggest that 
the courts have freed CRM practitioners from having to take seriously the 
experiential dimensions of religious claims, but isn’t this experiential reality 
precisely what needs to be recognized in respectful processes of consultation 
and negotiations? Is not taking religious experience seriously perhaps not sim-
ply a legally required or ethically important, but philosophically necessary way 
to approach the worldviews of others?

The San Francisco Peaks case raises another caution about taking religious 
experience so seriously that, unlike what James was about in his circumscription, 
religious experience becomes code for some presumed essence of religion, and 
by extension the sine qua non or measure of the authenticity or level of substan-
tial burden to religious exercise. Careful students of Navajo or Hopi traditions 
would not dispute the importance or significance of the San Francisco Peaks as a 
place of spiritual experience for those who make pilgrimages there or who con-
template it from afar. But the accepted factual findings in that particular case deal 
less with a relationship to the “sacred mountain” that is mediated by contempla-
tive or meditative experiences of the place by pilgrims or medicine people than 
they do with the ways the mountain is viewed by whole communities. The prac-
tice of Navajo religion, and the urgency of claims to the integrity of San Francisco 
Peaks, turn far less on the mountaintop experiences of the religious individuals 
authorized to go there than they do on the religious duties of communities to 
the Peaks, ceremonial practices of gathering medicines, and the efficacious deliv-
ery of those medicines in a variety of healing and renewal ceremonies that hap-
pen not on the Peaks themselves, but in the everyday lives of Navajo people 
living within the territory delineated on the west by the San Francisco Peaks. The 
Court’s language, based no doubt on romanticized notions of nature spirituality 
of which Native American strains are the apparent apotheosis, but also shaped by 
environmental impact reviews that didn’t challenge the view, determines that the 
acknowledged difficulties for the Native religions amount to the “diminishment” 
of their practitioners’ “spiritual fulfillment” but that this diminishment does not 
cross the threshold of a “substantial burden” on religious exercise. If the  dissent 
sees this as the majority’s mistaken refusal to see that subjective  experience is 
always and everywhere the marrow of religious exercise, an  argument can also be 
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made that the focus on the impacts on religious  experience is in both cases 
 dismissive of the  substantial burdens the Navajo, Hopi, and others are claiming 
about how the spraying of wastewater obstructs the fulfillment of collective 
duties and  effectiveness of medicines (McNally 2009).

Function of religion

Ironically, perhaps, I introduced Freud under the rubric of religious experi-
ence because his analysis tries to account for the staying power of religion, but 
in reality, his view of that experience is a functional one: religious experience 
is rooted in wish fulfillment, the power of religious ideas in the depth of the 
wishes that find their fulfillment in religious ideas (Freud 1961).

Freud carries into psychological terms what Marx had asserted about the 
function of religious beliefs and institutions in greasing the wheels of class 
domination, famously described as the “opiate of the masses” that compen-
sates for oppression and injustice in this world by positing eternal reward and 
justice in some other. As with Freud, Marx’s brand of functionalism reduces 
religion to its ideas, and analyzes religious ideas as it would any other ideol-
ogy: that the ruling ideas of a given time and place are necessarily the ideas of 
the ruling elites, and determined by, not determining, those underlying dif-
ferentials of power. A great deal of scholarship has built on Marx’s basic 
approach to the function of religion as a structure of power, while also modi-
fying Marx’s view that cultural forms are wholly determined by underlying 
economic inequities to realize how religion, too, can function in the ongoing 
struggles that comprise power relations of gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, 
and age, as well as of class. Critical theories of all sorts from the feminist to the 
poststructuralist to the postcolonial stem from this basic insight about reli-
gion’s often privileged position in the dynamics of social power, but critical 
theory on religion has of late come to appreciate the signal importance of 
religious practices, beliefs, and communities in the formation of human sub-
jects with some manner of agency to make their worlds and not simply be 
made by those worlds. Saba Mahmood’s analysis of the Islamic revival in Egypt 
shows how its hijab, and its rather unfeminist gender norms, can be seen to 
be, if not liberating, at least empowering in the micropolitical frames in which 
contemporary Egyptian women work out their lives (Mahmood 2004).

There are, however, other forms of social scientific functionalism which are 
even more subtly authoritative to conventional wisdom concerning religion, 
and very possibly inform CRM. These approaches focus less on religion’s func-
tion to divide and to maintain the clarity of social divisions, but rather on reli-
gion’s role to form social consensus. An early example is Durkheim, who 
viewed the assertion of the sacred and profane, and the religious practices and 
beliefs, or “collective representations,” that follow, as the ultimate social glue, 
the bonds necessary and largely natural to social life. In addition to a number 
of French social thinkers who have pursued the Durkheimian tradition, 
British social anthropology took on this approach to religion as a key to the 
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 functioning of social equilibrium (Durkheim 2001). The focus by Evans-
Pritchard (1956) and Radcliffe-Brown (1952) on the place of ritual and reli-
gious belief in securing the smooth functioning of economy, ecology, and social 
structure and repairing potential tears in the fabric of society was complemented 
in Bronislaw Malinowski’s (1948) psychological functionalism, which identified 
religious rituals and beliefs – especially beliefs – as key coping mechanisms to 
smooth over the tears in the psychological fabric caused by death and the like.

Implications for CRM
Archaeologists among us are more than familiar with the powerful intersec-
tions between ritual, myth, religious organizations and the social, economic, 
and political functions of past societies, and clearly in the work of CRM the 
insights of functionalist approaches to religion cannot be ignored. But there 
are limits to this view in at least two respects. First, a reduction of religion to 
its function typically erases what living communities assert about their tradi-
tions. Rigorous Methodist Sabbath observances on early nineteenth-century 
Sundays surely had the function of greasing the wheels of an emerging indus-
trial economy and middle-class work ethic, since rested workers were better 
workers on the other six days of the week, and when everybody rested on the 
same day you could organize production schedules accordingly. Yet the value 
of Sunday, its meaning, for devout Methodists could hardly be summed up by 
its function crassly put. If CRM practitioners are to bring folks around nego-
tiation tables to get things done, gainsaying what’s really going on in a reli-
gious claim typically gets one nowhere. Second, it is important to recognize 
that while arguments about religion as a social good often accompany claims 
to religion and public life, legally speaking religious liberty is not predicated 
on a view that religion performs good things for society.

Meaning of religion

While functionalist approaches to religion have continued to flourish in a vari-
ety of ways, a linguistic turn in the social sciences led to cultural anthropolo-
gy’s focus not on the function of religion in society, but instead upon the 
meaning of religious symbols in culture. Again, Clifford Geertz is a principal 
and lasting voice in this approach to religion. In his famous consideration of 
functionalism’s problems, he discusses the question of theodicy – the age-old 
questions of why the innocent suffer and why the rain falls on the just and 
unjust alike, as questions of meaning; with religious “answers” not pat answers 
that eradicate suffering or provide pat coping mechanisms in so many words, 
but rather the creation of meaning systems that make it possible to under-
stand, and thus to endure, suffering.

Implications for CRM
Although Geertz made clear that “it is notorious that definitions establish noth-
ing,” recall that he went on to a working definition that merits restatement here:

King_c10.indd   193King_c10.indd   193 2/4/2011   7:18:59 PM2/4/2011   7:18:59 PM



194  MICHAEL D. MCNALLY

Religion is 1) a system of symbols which acts to 2) establish powerful, pervasive, 
and long lasting moods and motivations in men by 3) formulating conceptions 
of a general order of existence and 4) clothing these conceptions with such an 
aura of factuality that 5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic. 
(Geertz 1966:90)

Three things ought to be said of this reluctant definition, and by means of 
commentary on that definition, of “religion” as CRM practitioners often pro-
fessionally encounter it. First, if word choices such as “aura of factuality” imply 
for the reader that Geertz, as a social scientist, views religions as some manner 
of sleight of hand, importantly for Geertz, this is true for all forms of human 
culture. For Geertz, religions are self-referential systems, webs of meaning as 
it were, in which we are suspended that are the product of particular cultures 
speaking particular languages, made by us so to speak, but that suspend us 
from the chaos that would otherwise engulf us. For Geertz, as for Eliade and 
other students of religion, religious systems are particularly important not 
because they support social structure or offer useful fictions that serve as a 
psychological coping mechanism but because they so frequently structure and 
support the webs of meaning that make living as human beings possible. 
Religions do not deny that “there are unexplainable events” but rather assert 
that “there are no inexplicable events,” and make life “sufferable” by render-
ing it meaningful (Geertz 1966:108). Religious dimensions of culture are not 
merely cogs in the wheel of society or projections that keep people in their 
place; nor are they reducible to the intangible niceties that the materialist 
social thought of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs suggests to much of today’s 
popular imagination. Any effort to understand humanity, according to Geertz’s 
view, must take religion seriously as a generator of meaning and orientation in 
the world, not merely as its esthetic flourish or nicety.

Second, absent the conviction that there’s some essence that sets “religion” 
or “religions” apart from any other cultural systems (one thinks here of nation-
alism, of Marxist–Leninism, of childbirth, and baseball), Geertz’s view poses 
the presenting problem of how we are to meaningfully or effectively distin-
guish religion from culture, and suggests how we can proceed in a disciplined 
way when we regard profound aspects of culture, themselves perhaps not 
understood in religious terms, in terms of religion. To this dilemma, Geertz 
himself references the criterion that a cultural system properly regarded as 
religious must reference an all-encompassing scheme or worldview. “A man 
can indeed be said to be ‘religious’ about golf, but not merely if he pursues it 
with passion and plays it on Sundays; he must also see it as symbolic of some 
transcendent truths” (Geertz 1966:98). The question, as everything must be 
for Geertz, is one of interpretation, and imaginative cross-cultural understand-
ing, not one of clear given lines of definition.

CRM professionals should be well familiar with another instance of the 
ambiguous boundary between religion and culture. In 1967, the year after 
Geertz published “Religion as a Cultural System,” sociologist Robert Bellah 
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issued his famous essay Civil Religion in America. As the turbulent sixties had 
found many questioning any meaningful consensus about American identity, 
Bellah thoughtfully appealed to Rousseau’s notion of a “civil religion,” and 
deftly used the language of religions to understand the deepest underlying 
bonds of American civic life that could be seen by reference to American 
sacred texts (Declaration of Independence, Gettysburg Address, Lincoln’s 
Second Inaugural Address), American ritual practices like Thanksgiving, and 
a perduring American ability to crucially, if inconsistently, rise above base 
nationalism in obedience to shared transcendent values that were not the 
province of any particular religion but of the American civic heritage (Bellah 
1967). One early expression of this “civil religion” was the US government’s 
designation and protection of Gettysburg battlefield.20 Yet such places of civil 
religion are not construed as religious for the purposes of the law.

Third, Geertz’s challenge to the social and psychological functionalism that 
had theretofore carried the day in so much social science on religion no less 
turns on the systemic, patterning work of religion in the service of meaning-
making. For Geertz, religious symbol systems foster consensus around the 
coherence of their shared meaning, and the texts of the “interpretation of 
culture” are to be read and interpreted by the social scientist for that shared 
meaning. Although Geertz himself is complicated on this point, as he asserts 
this approach to culture better accounts for change, there remains a presump-
tive stability and univocality behind religions and cultures that has been the 
subject of deep criticisms. Geertz’s critics have been keen to point out the 
multivocality and play of meanings of religious symbols even as they have 
insisted that it is relationships of social power that authorize some meanings 
over others and that create conditions for resistant meanings to cultural actors 
with other social locations. If Geertz’s focus on the coherent meaning of reli-
gious systems obscures the fuller symbolic politics at work in any one moment 
of time in a culture or tradition, its focus on consensus and coherence renders 
“culture change” as an anomaly, not the norm. When rituals fail, for example, 
in Geertz’s famous essay on the “failure” of funerary rituals tied to the com-
munalism of peasant culture for recently urbanized Javanese, it is because they 
no longer meaningfully correspond with, and thus no longer speak meaning-
fully to, the social structures and experience of the people, who have perhaps 
experienced displacement and disruption associated with modernization and 
colonization (Geertz 1973b).

Embodied Practice of Religion

Perhaps a deeper challenge to the still prevailing tendency to regard religion as 
a matter of meaning-making comes from social scientists committed to under-
standing the complex workings of religious practices, not just beliefs. For Geertz 
as for other interpretive anthropologists, ritual is a privileged category where 
the social “miracle” of cultural meaning-making happens, where the “made” 
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and the “experienced” come together. “In ritual,” Geertz observes, “the world 
as lived and the world as imagined turn out to be … the same world” (Geertz 
1966:112). But the interpretation of culture involves a  “reading” of rituals as 
cultural texts for their implicit meanings. Ritual practices, from such a vantage, 
are crucial because they express, articulate, and perform the prior meaning-
making activities of the mind and the inner life of religion.

Returning to the functionalists’ focus on the kinds of social work reli-
gions do, but equipped with a more nuanced sense of how beliefs and 
behavioral aspects of religion subtly meet and work together in embodied 
practices, social scientists in the tradition of Pierre Bourdieu (1987, 1990) 
and Michel de Certeau (1984), as well as cultural theorists of the body like 
Judith Butler (1999), have turned to the primacy of the ritualized acts, of 
religious bodies and the materiality of their spatial and temporal situation, 
not simply as expressions or tokens of some logically prior inner life of reli-
gion, but as producers of those inner states, and as occasions for the nego-
tiation of cultural politics. For CRM professionals who are often charged 
with the tangible materiality and collective acts related to religious and 
symbolic life, this is a key insight that runs quite against the grain of con-
ventional emphasis on religions as systems of belief. Drawing on what 
Bourdieu (1987) called the distinctive logic of practice that consistently 
defies theoretical formulations to ferret the implicit meaning of practice, 
recent emphases on the work of practice and symbols, objects, and places as 
not merely secondary or instrumental to belief, but often as prior to or 
indistinguishable from it, offer enormous explanatory power for CRM. 
These insights are germane even in the case of Protestant Christianity, but 
are especially so in the majority of religious traditions that do not share 
Protestant Christianity’s theological emphasis on the inner life of faith over 
the outer life of works and ritual duty, on the heartfelt, spontaneous, and 
emotional over the formal, and traditional, and on the individual over the 
corporate (Bell 1992). For Native Americans surely, practices, places, med-
icines, eagle feathers, and other materiality are not simply stuff that carries 
the meanings which really matter (Gill 1987). But this is as true for other 
religions as well. To Orthodox Jews, keeping kosher or wearing yarmulkes 
is not merely, or even primarily, expressive of some inner conviction that 
can remain independent of the acts; the acts themselves are constitutive of 
living a holy life in accordance with God’s law. Students of material culture 
and American religion as well have of late challenged the “kitsch” approach 
to such material phenomena as church cookbooks or plastic statues of saints 
or roadside shrines bedecked by plastic flowers as tainted by their associa-
tion with the market or “popular culture,” instead viewing material religion 
as a potent carrier of sacred presence, on the one hand, or as profound 
markers and resources of identity. If material religion, especially in light of 
the longstanding intersection between American religion and the market, 
prompts many of us to ask whether an object, place, or artifact is a “genu-
ine article” of authentic religion, religious studies scholars like David 
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Chidester (2005) remind us that all religion, like any performance, is a 
 matter of “authentic fakes.” Religions are as much about making do as they 
are about making meaning, and CRM  professionals (not the least among 
them those trained as archaeologists) can and should be articulate voices 
for this point of view.

If practices can produce, not just express, the inner life of religion, and if 
those practices can be hotly contested – sites of discord, not agreement – 
within religious communities, CRM professionals may be given pause to 
confidently assess the authenticity of normative claims to tradition. Of 
course, determinations of sincerity or something like it cannot be ignored. 
Guiding CRM decision making of course is the question of sincerity of 
claims to religion or tradition, and of course the question cannot be ignored 
as “religion” is a power word in the law. Still, the insight here is that  traditions 
are always practiced in two senses of that word – practical as well as mean-
ingful, and rehearsed or performed and not just straightforward expressions 
of “tradition.”

I think this has profound implications for CRM professionals who may 
approach with utter skepticism the claims by those practicing (in all senses of 
the term) traditions or religions not based on inner convictions or even cul-
tural competence but rather in efforts to get in touch with those inner states 
and that cultural competence. If religion is only about meaning, and princi-
pally concerned with ideas, and typically associated with social consensus, then 
politically charged displays, even competing displays of tradition, seem to sug-
gest the absence of “real” religion. Yet as Gregory Johnson (2007) has dem-
onstrated in his sustained examination of Native Hawaiian disagreements 
about the designation and repatriation of sacred objects and cultural patri-
mony entailed in the administration of the 1990 Native American Graves 
Protection and Repatriation Act, the presence of cultural politics, even if these 
can confound courts and administrators trying to make clear determinations, 
is an indicator of genuine culture. “Diverse agendas and actions define rather 
than negate the presence of culture,” Johnson writes, and we can extend this 
logic to religion, especially as its contestation appears where traditions have 
been forcibly interrupted by policies of forced assimilation and aggressive reli-
gious regulation (Johnson 2007:44).

Conclusion

If this brief survey of the varieties of religious studies explanations of the vari-
eties of religious experiences, practices, and beliefs has confounded more than 
it has consolidated any proper singular understanding of religion, it has per-
haps succeeded in the important task of expanding the toolkit with which 
CRM practitioners can regard and relate the religious claims and religious 
phenomena they will encounter in their work. As we have seen, religious 
claims and religious phenomena consistently defy efforts to speak about them 
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well in the secularized languages of law, regulation, and public management. 
What precisely constitutes and characterizes the religious – like the category 
of religion itself that emerged from the European Enlightenment to its place 
of intellectual and legal prominence – is not given, and its very indeterminacy 
requires careful, resourceful acts of imagination to encompass and translate in 
each particular case.

Consider a case brought to our attention by the historian of American 
Catholicism and religious studies theorist Robert Orsi (1997). Orsi mem-
orably writes of the nature of religion at a small neighborhood shrine 
known as the Bronx Lourdes, at St Lucy’s in that New York City borough. 
While St Lucy’s is “only” a replica of the Lourdes Grotto in France, and 
while the holy water that flows through it can be seen rather plainly to 
emerge from a city tap-water supply pipe, by the logic of Marian devotion, 
the place and its water are blessed, holy, filled with potency to heal and 
renew. Orsi observes the devout ceremoniously washing their hands and 
faces in the holy water of the Bronx Lourdes, drinking it, and filling up 
plastic jugs and other vessels for home use. He memorably even observes 
some men stopping at the shrine to fill the radiators of their cars with this 
holy water.

Undergraduate students in his religion classes, Orsi tells us, are revolted at 
the idea that such practices are those of real religion, and perhaps his students 
speak for many of us when they ask what could be authentically religious 
about replicas, radiators, and rusty city pipes? But Orsi insists that the materi-
ality of such religion is no deal-killer, and goes on in other work to deftly 
elaborate on how the logic of Roman Catholic religious devotion proceeds to 
incorporate the materiality of the sacred (Orsi 2005).

One wheelchair-bound older woman who takes great pains to drink from 
the rivulet of shrine water tells Orsi it tastes sweeter than regular fountain 
water. In his interest to know whether she subscribes to an apocryphal story 
about a real spring in the clay beneath the Bronx site, he asks the woman, 
“Where does the water come from?” “What do you mean, where does the 
water come from?” she replies, and Orsi adds, “She looked at me sharply, 
apprehensively, as if she were suddenly afraid that I was the sort of excessively, 
perhaps dangerously, pious man who believed in such crazy rumors and dis-
cussed them with women at shrines. ‘It’s city water – it comes from the reser-
voir, I guess’ ” (Orsi 1997:4–5). The woman goes on to ask Orsi whether it 
wasn’t “the sweetest water he’d ever tasted.”

Religion matters, and matters greatly, in the modern world we share. 
Understanding and articulating how religion matters in any particular cultural 
resource management scenario, I have argued, will require considerable acts 
of the imagination. And if such acts of imagination require more, not less, of 
the CRM practitioner’s valuable time and energy, it is a worthy expenditure of 
that time and energy indeed, for perhaps more than most claims of cultural 
significance, religious claims are often brought forward from the heart of a 
community’s identity, and with a conviction and force that cannot be explained 
away, much less managed away, without consequence.
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Notes

 1  The language of “wall of separation,” as legal historian Philip Hamburger (2002) 
has ably shown, references a piece of correspondence by Thomas Jefferson that 
the Supreme Court, in Cantwell v. Connecticut, grafted into First Amendment 
jurisprudence; it is hotly contested whether such language properly interprets the 
constitutional provisions for religious freedom, but it is settled, not contested, 
that the “wall” language is not part of the “legislative history” leading toward 
the First Amendment, appearing instead in a letter of Thomas Jefferson’s well 
after ratification of the Bill of Rights.

 2  For critics of liberalism, consider Stephen Carter, The Culture of Disbelief (New 
York: Basic Books, 1993); Jeffrey Stout, Democracy and Tradition (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004).

 3  Lemon v. Kurtzman, 403 US 602 (1971).
 4 Allegheny County v. ACLU, 492 US 573 (1989).
 5 Lynch v. Donnelly, 465 US 668, J. O’Connor, concurring.
 6  Mitchell v. Helms, 530 US 793 (2000); Zelman v. Simmons-Harris, 536 US 639 

(2002).
 7  McCreary County v. ACLU of Kentucky, 545 US 844 (2005); Van Orden v. Perry, 

545 US 677 (2005).
 8 Reynolds v. US 98 US 145 (1878).
 9 U.S. v. Seeger 380 US 163 (1965); Wisconsin v. Yoder, 406 US 205 (1972).
10 Goldman v. Weinberger, 475 US 503 (1986).
11 Lyng v. Northwest Indian Cemetery Protective Association, 485 US 439 (1988).
12  Employment Division, Department of Human Resources of Oregon v. Smith, 494 

US 872 (1990).
13  The Rehnquist Court did strike down a Florida municipality’s zoning law that 

had been deemed to overtly discriminate against the animal sacrifice rituals of 
Santeria, a Cuban religious tradition. See Church of Lukumi Babalu Aye v. City of 
Hialeah, 508 U.S. 520 (1993).

14 42 USC § 2000bb.
15 City of Boerne v. Flores, 521 US 507 (1997).
16  See, for example, Gonzales v. O Centro Espirita Beneficente Uniao do Vegetal, 546 

US 418 (2006).
17  Navajo Nation et al. v. US Forest Service, 535 F.3d 1058 (9th Circuit, 2008), 

cert. denied, 129 S. Ct. 2763 (2009).
18  Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith (New York: Harper and Row, 1957); Theology of 

Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 1959). The case is U.S. v. Seeger, 
380 US 163 (1965).

19  Metropolitan Edison Company et al. v. People Against Nuclear Energy et al.; 
United States Nuclear Regulatory Commission et al. v. People Against Nuclear 
Energy et al. 466 US 766 (1983).

20 US. v. Gettysburg Electric R. Co. 160 US 668 (1896).
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Language as an 
Integrated Cultural 
Resource

Bernard C. Perley

CHAPTER 11

Introduction

Language as an integrated cultural resource is a phenomenon that is so  obvious 
it is often taken for granted. However, for communities that experience minor-
ity language status, language endangerment, and language loss, the systematic 
disintegration of language represents a significant loss of cultural integrity. 
This chapter will present language as a cultural resource that represents and 
mediates cultural properties that are important and meaningful. Language 
itself will be presented as having tangible and intangible properties that need 
to be carefully managed if cultural integration is to be preserved, maintained, 
and revitalized. This chapter is informed by the literature and practice in lin-
guistic anthropology but it also recognizes the important contributions from 
scholars in related fields such as linguistics, sociolinguistics, communications, 
language revitalization, language policy and politics, language and identity, 
etc. This discussion is also directed at interested fields such as archaeology, 
historic preservation, cultural and natural heritage preservation, as well as 
physical/biological anthropology.

Identifying the Resource

“What is language?” That is a deceptively simple question. We all know what 
language is because we constantly use it, talk about it, and may even learn 
other languages. Upon closer examination, the question is quite complex. 
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If the question is presented to language scholars they may have very precise 
definitions whereas computer programmers may have equally precise but dif-
ferent definitions. Furthermore, community members whose language is 
endangered or marginalized will have a different definition of language than 
those whose language is neither endangered nor marginalized. Complicating 
these quandaries is the differing definition of language between communities 
with textual records and those with predominantly oral languages. This last 
point brings together all the differences by recognizing that languages have 
tangible properties (such as texts) as well as intangible properties (such as 
silent prayers). More importantly, language is characterized by the relation-
ships established between tangible properties and intangible properties as 
socially negotiated for “cultural reasons.”

Alessandro Duranti identifies the central concern for many language schol-
ars as “the study of language as a cultural resource and with speaking as a 
cultural practice …” (Duranti 1997:xv). He elaborates his definition as fol-
lows: “Linguistic anthropologists … have been stressing the view of language 
as a set of practices, which play an essential role in mediating the ideational 
and material aspects of human existence and, hence, in bringing about par-
ticular ways of being-in-the-world” (ibid.:5). There are two important asser-
tions Duranti is making. First, language is viewed as a set of practices and 
second, those practices mediate ideational (intangible) and material (tangible) 
“aspects of human existence.” These two assertions are explored as tangible 
and intangible properties integrated through the variety of human experi-
ences. A closer examination of language as tangible and intangible properties 
and practices will introduce the fundamental concerns for language resource 
management theories and practices.

Language as tangible and intangible properties 
and practices

One obvious way of conceiving the materiality of language is to identify the 
artifacts of spoken language. These artifacts include texts, illustrations, record-
ings, inscriptions, and many other symbolic representations. These tangible arti-
facts of language also represent varying kinds of language practices. For example, 
texts may include speeches, sermons, storytelling, singing, interrogation, Tarot 
reading, epitaphs, and symbolic logic. Each tangible form of language will also 
require management techniques particular to the linguistic practice represented. 
Are songs best preserved as a set of lyrics, audio recordings, video recordings, or 
all of the above? Similarly, are storytelling events best preserved as transcripts, 
audio recordings, video recordings, or all of the above? Similar questions of 
managing representations can be applied to all forms of tangible language 
 practices. The common factor in these approaches to managing language arti-
facts is their materiality. Texts require a system of graphic representation such as 
alphabets or other orthographic systems of spoken language. Singing requires 
a symbolic representation for indicating pitch, tone, and articulation of voice as 
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well as the textual symbolic representation of the lyrics (Feld et al. 2004). 
Storytelling events may require textual representation, musical notation, as well 
as a graphic representation of gestures, postures, and relative positions of the 
storyteller and the audience (Sherzer 1987; Tedlock 1983). Each language 
practice requires careful evaluation of the kinds of documentation that will be 
required for the language practice under study and observation.

Documenting speech events requires the observation and record of the mul-
tiplicity of material components in the event being preserved. For example, a 
storyteller may use objects as part of the story. The story may be told in a par-
ticular location at a particular time. The storyteller may be required to wear 
garments designed specifically for the storytelling event. The event may require 
body or face painting as well. Not only must we consider the kinds of represen-
tation of the event we are observing but we must also incorporate the material 
components that constitute the meaningfulness of the event. For example, when 
Dennis Tedlock found himself in the position to observe a Native American 
storytelling event in what he thought was the ideal context, he recognized that 
the analysis required a broad material field as well as consideration for previous 
iterations of the story under observation (Tedlock 1983). Tedlock witnessed a 
Zuni storyteller sharing a story with his grandchildren in the grandchildren’s 
home. The storyteller sat in the living room as the grandchildren sat on the 
floor gathered around him. Tedlock was off to the side trying to be inconspicu-
ous and the storyteller’s daughter-in-law was eavesdropping from the kitchen. 
Tedlock later observed that the storyteller changed the story in accordance with 
the location of the event as well as the perceived audience. Some of the changes 
included the omission of details, the embellishments of other details, the selec-
tive inclusion of audience members into the narrative, and changes in tone, 
voice, narrative styles, and languages. Tedlock’s analysis contextualized the arti-
facts of the storytelling event in both tangible and intangible properties. In 
addition to documenting the material aspects of the event the ideational aspects 
were also recorded. Together, they represent the integrated nature of the story-
telling event. To reiterate Duranti’s statement from the previous section, “… 
language mediates the ideational and material aspects of the human experience …” 
(Duranti 1997:5). The documentation of all the components in the storytelling 
event requires careful planning and execution. However, the documentation of 
the event is only half of the process. The documents, be they transcripts, photo-
graphs, diagrams, audio/video recordings, etc., are just the data that help us 
understand the cultural significance of the event. To understand the significance 
we need to integrate the ideational (intangible) and material (tangible) lan-
guage/cultural resources by contextualizing the event in social practices.

Identifying the problem

There have been and continue to be a number of publications that are 
 dedicated to identifying the growing global crisis of language extinction. 
Nettle and Romaine have proclaimed on the cover of their book (2000) that 
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“The world’s languages are dying. Ninety percent of them are expected to 
disappear in the next one hundred years.” More recently, K. David Harrison 
wrote, “In the year 2001, as the second millennium came to a close, at least 
6,912 distinct human languages were spoken worldwide. Many linguists now 
predict that by the end of our current twenty-first century – the year 2101 – 
only about half of these languages may still be spoken” (Harrison 2007:3). 
Even more recently, Lenore Grenoble states that “An estimated 6,800 lan-
guages are spoken in the world today. By the end of this century, as many as 
90 percent of these languages will have disappeared entirely …” (Grenoble 
2008:216). The numbers may vary between scholars but the critical common 
concern is the loss of 50 to 90 percent of the world’s languages. Why should 
we be concerned if our own languages are not endangered? Harrison argues 
that we all stand to lose significant human cultural resources when languages 
become extinct; namely, centuries of records and human experiences that con-
stitute our human cultural identity. In short, when we lose a language we lose 
an important cultural resource. This section discusses strategies for the man-
agement of these cultural resources, such as documentation, preservation, and 
revitalization.

Language loss and documentation
As indicated above, language scholars have identified the languages most at risk 
for extinction. The urgent nature of language endangerment compels them to 
work long hours documenting the words spoken by the last speakers of criti-
cally endangered languages. Some of the key methods used to document the 
words of these last speakers include audio recording, video recording, and lin-
guistic transcription (which includes phonetic transcription of the language 
sound system, morphological analysis of the rules for word structure, the syn-
tactical analysis of sentence structure, and the semantic analysis to understand 
the fundamentals of interpreting meaning). Audio and video recording offer 
immediate and accurate records of the speech events but they also have par-
ticular requirements such a power supply, recording media, technical skills, etc. 
There may be field conditions where audio and video recording are neither 
possible nor desired (such as a prohibition on recording sacred ceremonies), 
and pencil and paper may be the only recording options available. The linguis-
tic methods for documenting spoken language – phonetic transcription, mor-
phological analysis, syntactic analysis, and semantic analysis – are the basic tools 
for representing spoken language in graphic form. Each tool represents a theo-
retical and practical discipline in itself but when used together to record, docu-
ment, and transcribe an endangered language they offer integrated data sets 
that produce artifacts of spoken language. They are also a necessary accompa-
niment to audio and video recordings as well. Together, in addition to produc-
ing artifacts of spoken language, these systems of documentation maintain the 
integrity of the tangible and the intangible properties of language. In the race 
to document a language before it becomes extinct the artifacts of documenta-
tion will ensure that some aspects of the language survive.
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Language extinction and erosion; language preservation and maintenance
Before language documentation takes place an evaluation of the language 
situation is important in determining what tools of documentation are 
required. Language scholars have broadly identified three categories of 
 language endangerment – extinct (or near-extinct) languages, endangered 
languages, and viable languages. The languages that are on the verge of 
becoming extinct require immediate action by language scholars using tools 
and methods most suitable for a quick documentation of spoken language. 
For those languages that are not in immediate danger of becoming extinct a 
more measured approach to documentation is necessary. Unlike imminently 
extinct languages, endangered languages that are undergoing gradual erosion 
have an opportunity to ensure that the intangible properties of language are 
preserved. The linguistic tools of documentation continue to be important 
methods of producing graphic artifacts of spoken language. These artifacts 
can serve as the inspiration to create additional artifacts such as grammars, 
lexicons, language exercises, and language curricula. The new artifacts are 
then employed for the purpose of promoting language maintenance. In 
 contrast to the salvage work of imminent language endangerment, the lan-
guage artifacts for language maintenance are designed to focus on the inter-
connectedness of the artifacts with language practice. There is greater 
emphasis on the intangible language resources such as conversation, saluta-
tion routines, inquiries, apologizing, storytelling, and so many other daily 
language practices. Rather than documenting the last vestiges of spoken lan-
guage, language maintenance methods and practices are intended to support 
language practices in use. Discourse and/or conversation analysis, speech act 
theory, and language instruction are key methodological tools for designing 
and implementing artifactual guides for everyday language practices. Rather 
than a mere documentation of spoken language, language maintenance arti-
facts unite the material and ideational aspects of language in a more integrated 
manner. For example, the common greeting routine is represented as text but 
the student must use the text to practice the proper performance of the  routine 
in face-to-face exercises. The textual artifact is no substitute for the spoken 
salutation accompanied by the gestures, postures, facial expressions, and 
 physical proximity of the two interlocutors. In the work of maintenance, tex-
tual (and audio and video) artifacts operate as the catalysts for face-to-face 
spoken language practice. The embodiment of language and the recognition 
of intangible aspects of language reveal the extended field of cultural resources 
mediated by language.

Language vitality and revitalization
It is not enough to maintain endangered languages. For a language to be truly 
viable it must be spoken in all the daily domains of language usage. Language 
endangerment has as its defining element the erosion of language usage in all 
social domains. As domains such as sacred incantations, prayers, oratory, 
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 gossip, business transactions, etc. are gradually eroded it becomes increasingly 
difficult to maintain the language. Maintenance is a conscious process of 
 promoting and sustaining language practices that are in current usage. The 
goal is to prevent the continued erosion of everyday language practices. 
However, many communities recognize that maintenance efforts are no guar-
antee of language viability and vitality. Language revitalization efforts are 
designed to build upon current language practices by introducing new forms 
of practice in social domains where the native language has been supplanted 
by majority and/or colonial languages. Some of those domains may include 
governance, economics, education, healthcare, and religion. These domains 
all reflect the areas of cross-cultural communication between minority  language 
communities and dominant language communities. Language revitalization 
projects must often begin with coordinated efforts to produce language 
 policies that encourage language revitalization. Those efforts may include 
community resolutions to advocate official language policies, bilingual 
 language usage for cross-cultural speech events, directives requiring the use of 
the community language at particular events and settings, and establishment 
of committees or organizations to develop new forms of language practices 
and/or revitalize old forms of language practices. The goal for such revitaliza-
tion projects is to impart vitality to language practices. Rather than working 
to prevent further erosion of language usage, revitalization efforts are proac-
tive methods intended to expand language usage in new and former social 
domains. The increased use of the heritage language in everyday language 
practices is a good indicator of the growth of the language. As the language 
grows, so too, does the vitality of the language and all the cultural resources 
that are mediated by the language.

This brief discussion of language documentation (as preservation), language 
maintenance (as erosion prevention), and language revitalization (as viability 
and vitality) are three generalized categories of language vitality. The tools 
identified for managing language as a cultural resource are also generalized 
according to the respective category of language viability for which the tools 
and methods will be applied. It is important to note that each case of language 
endangerment is not as simple as indicated above. Furthermore, the tools and 
methods of managing the cultural resources that language represents for each 
category of language vitality are not mutually exclusive. The evaluation and 
documentation practices are important for all categories of language vitality. 
Similarly, maintenance practices are incorporated in the other categories as 
well. Finally, revitalization methods are not exclusive to enhancing the vitality 
of viable languages. As I will discuss below, extinct and near-extinct languages 
do not have to be “left for dead.” Those languages can be revitalized as well. 
The languages that have been identified as being endangered have greater 
possibility of returning to viable status through revitalization efforts. In the 
next section, strategies for ensuring the successful management of language as 
an integrated cultural resource will illustrate the innovative ways that language 
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scholars and community members have explored in their efforts to ensure 
language and cultural vitality.

Managing Language as an Integrated 
Cultural Resource

In the above discussion there were three general states of language that were 
identified – extinct (or near-extinct), endangered, and viable. Each language 
situation presents its own complex set of factors that contribute to its current 
state of viability. Adding to this complexity are the people dedicated to lan-
guage advocacy. They include language experts such as linguists, sociolin-
guists, linguistic anthropologists, educators, and policy makers. These experts 
have professional training in their respective fields that are used to help com-
munity members develop “best practices” for language preservation, mainte-
nance, and revitalization. The “best practices” also vary with the kinds of 
resources available to the communities in question. Finally, the expert opin-
ions and best practices are necessarily evaluated and implemented by commu-
nity participation in managing language integration into the social life of the 
community.

Expert and institutional interventions

The tools, methods, and practices developed by language scholars have made 
significant contributions to language documentation, maintenance, and revi-
talization. Many scholars who are not only language experts but also language 
advocates have dedicated their research toward promoting the continued 
diversity of the world’s languages and by doing so have contributed to the 
world’s diversity of worldviews, knowledge systems, cosmologies, and ways of 
being-in-the-world. As K. David Harrison succinctly, yet eloquently, argues, 
“When ideas go extinct, we all grow poorer” (Harrison 2007:vi). While many 
language scholars content themselves with documenting the last words of the 
last speaker or evaluating the relative state of vitality for a language, Harrison 
has continued to publicize the critical nature of global language extinction 
and to encourage those interested in language and languages to work toward 
the documentation and preservation of our human cultural resources that are 
mediated by endangered languages. As Harrison argues,

The extinction of ideas we now face has no parallel in human history. Since most 
of the world’s languages remain undescribed by scientists, we do not even know 
what it is that we stand to lose. (Harrison 2007:viii)

Furthermore, Harrison promises to illuminate from his own experiences the 
kinds of knowledge that will be lost.
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This book explores only a tiny fraction of the vast knowledge that will soon be 
lost, an accretion of many centuries of human thinking about time, seasons, sea 
creatures, reindeer, flowers, mathematics, landscapes, myths, music, infinity, 
cyclicity, the unknown, and the everyday. By demonstrating the beauty, 
complexity, and the underlying logic of these knowledge systems, I hope to 
motivate more people – speakers, language-lovers, and scientists alike – to work 
harder to ensure their survival. (ibid.)

Harrison explicitly states, “The purpose of this book is to explore scientific 
questions. But at its heart lies much that I have learned from talking with last 
speakers and from listening to their wisdom” (ibid.:21). Despite the scientific 
questions that Harrison wants to explore he is careful to point out that, “… 
the real story of endangered languages revolves around speakers, and what 
they have to say for themselves. We should take care, in the course of scientific 
discussion of language extinction, not to lose sight of real people, their experi-
ences, attitudes, and opinions” (ibid.:20). Harrison is just one of many lin-
guists and other language scholars dedicated to ensuring the survival of 
minority and endangered languages.

Cataloging the last words from speakers is an important way of managing 
the cultural resources of languages that are at the cusp of extinction, but 
there are many languages that are in danger of becoming extinct unless 
there is some measure of intervention. Like Harrison, the noted linguist 
Leanne Hinton has made public the critical nature of language endanger-
ment. Her work, however, has focused on ways to maintain and revitalize 
endangered languages. Hinton co-edited with Ken Hale an important text 
that examines in great detail the practices that language advocates have 
developed in revitalizing endangered (and, in some cases, “sleeping” [or 
“dead”]) languages. The stated purpose of the text is, “… representing the 
principles and methods of language revitalization. We would like the general 
reader to understand the issues of language loss and revitalization, but our 
main goal is for this book to serve as a reference for individuals and com-
munities who are interested or active in the revitalization of endangered 
languages” (Hinton and Hale 2001:5). Hinton and Hale have produced an 
impressive reference book that acknowledges the great variety of conditions 
and complexities for language endangerment. They explore a range of solu-
tions applicable to the range of states of language vitality from “sleeping” 
languages (also lost, dead, or extinct) to endangered languages, and also 
viable languages. The articles are contributions from language scholars as 
well as language advocates, language teachers, and language program devel-
opers. The book is a documentary artifact of language endangerment and 
revitalization practices but, more importantly, it presents alternatives to lan-
guage extinction. Their case studies provide models for the “… develop-
ment of programs that result in re-establishing a language in the speech 
community and bringing it back into full use in all walks of life” (ibid.:5). 
Not only do the editors advocate language  revitalization programs, but they 
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also have made professional commitments to encourage institutional  support 
for such programs. “Universities and colleges can and should play an 
 important role in assisting indigenous peoples in their quest for language 
revitalization. Besides their function in research and teaching, these institu-
tions also often maintain large archives of linguistic materials on indigenous 
languages, which can be of key importance to language revitalization” 
(Hinton 2001a:419). Hinton (2001a) then describes the Native California 
Language Restoration Workshop that was held at the University of California, 
Berkeley. In short, the University, the linguists, and the native peoples 
worked collaboratively to address the problem of language extinction and 
endangerment. Hinton understands that professional practices of documen-
tation and evaluation of endangered languages are unsatisfactory manage-
ment practices if the cultural resources represented and mediated by 
languages are to retain their integrity and viability. Hinton extends her 
expert involvement by co-authoring with Matt Vera and Nancy Steele a 
practical language revitalization manual based on the authors’ experience. 
The title – How to Keep Your Language Alive: A commonsense approach to 
one-on-one language learning (Hinton et al. 2002) – is designed to assist “… 
indigenous and immigrant people from around the world who have not had 
the opportunity to learn the languages that their grandparents spoke can 
learn their languages without the benefit of the classrooms. That is what this 
book is about” (ibid.:xiii). The master–apprentice program outlined by the 
authors emphasizes the speakers of the language as the most important 
 cultural resource and the relationships established between the master and 
the apprentice as the critical ground for revitalizing the intangible as well as 
the tangible cultural resources.

The “expert” commitments to language documentation (Harrison), 
 maintenance and revitalization (Hinton and Hale; Hinton et al.) are just two 
examples of the kinds of efforts that language professionals and academic 
institutions have initiated to address the growing crisis of language extinction. 
State and national governmental institutions have also been actively  promoting 
language revitalization through laws, funding opportunities, and collaborative 
projects aimed at the successful management of the cultural resources repre-
sented by minority and/or endangered languages. Supra-governmental 
organizations (UNESCO, United Nations) and non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) (Summer Institute of Linguistics, Cultural Survival, Living 
Tongues Institute) have also been active in promoting and developing 
 programs to valorize minority and endangered languages as well as working 
directly with communities to maintain and revitalize their respective cultural 
resources. All the efforts of experts and institutions are important partners in 
language revitalization efforts but the most important partner in these projects 
and programs is the community members from the minority and endangered 
languages themselves. The next section presents case studies of language 
 revitalization for a “sleeping” language (Miyaamia), an endangered language 
(Maliseet), and a viable language (Ojibwe).
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Community, language, and cultural resource integration

It is impossible to convey the great diversity of languages that are endangered 
across the globe in one short introductory chapter. Nor is it possible to review 
all the innovative practices that have been developed and are currently in use 
as well as the innovations that are under development today by language 
experts and advocates. There are excellent models from all corners of the 
globe (such as the Hawaiian revitalization [Warner 2001], Maori revitaliza-
tion [King 2001], Welsh revitalization [Morgan 2001], etc.); however, 
I present the following case studies from native North American language 
revitalization efforts to share some promising cultural resource management 
practices that focus on language as an integrated cultural resource.

Awakening the “sleeping” Myaamia language
Daryl Baldwin and Julie Olds have been organizing and implementing an 
innovative program to “awaken” the “sleeping” Miami language. These mem-
bers of the Myaamiaki community have coordinated their language revitaliza-
tion efforts with Miami University in Oxford, Ohio. Language revitalization 
efforts for the Miami Tribe of Oklahoma have been ongoing since the mid-
1990s. The Miami Tribe and Miami University agreed to initiate the Myaamia 
Project in 2001. Both parties agreed that the research and the projects would 
be “… community driven and in direct support of community desires and 
needs” (Baldwin and Olds 2007:282). One of the most critical needs was to 
awaken the Myaamia language. As the authors recount the history of displace-
ment and relocation of the Miami they also indicated the critical historical 
events and processes that undermined Miami cultural resources that include 
loss of land, forced boarding school education, and persistent assimilatory 
pressures from governmental, cultural, and social institutions. The Myaamia 
language revitalization case is one of the most inspiring examples of what a 
few dedicated community members can accomplish in bringing a sleeping 
language back to life. There are many factors that contribute to the success of 
the Myaamiaki: “… the Native American Languages Act of 1990, which was 
the initial source of funding for Miami Language Teacher Training Program; 
the authors’ completion of a dissertation at the University of California at 
Berkeley, which outlined the morphology and phonology of the Miami lan-
guage; and the growing desire among tribal members to learn something of 
their heritage language and culture” (ibid.:282). As indicated above, the com-
munity could not do it alone. They didn’t have the resources for “… conduct-
ing research and developing educational materials …” (ibid.). The community 
agreed to enlist the support of Miami University because the community and 
the university had a longstanding relationship of mutual trust. After some 
negotiations the community and the university agreed to start the Myaamia 
Project for language and cultural revitalization. There were two important 
requirements for the collaboration between the Tribe and the University; one, 
that the research be initiated by the Tribe, and two, that the copyrights to all 
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materials remain with the Tribe. These are important considerations in guar-
anteeing that the interests of the community take precedence over academic 
interests and that the Myaamia intellectual property is rightfully recognized as 
ancestral and inalienable (ibid.:282–283).

What does Miami University receive in the deal? “In exchange for these 
stipulations, we were asked to share our research and knowledge in the class-
room, and we are happy to do so” (ibid.). The collaboration between the 
Miami Tribe and Miami University turned out to be mutually beneficial in 
ways neither had anticipated. The Tribe received support for tribal members 
to study Miami language and culture at Miami University. Non-Miami stu-
dents were given opportunities to work with tribal members (including 
esteemed elders) on community-driven research projects and they were able 
to see how such projects made positive contributions to the Miami commu-
nity. One such project that the authors discuss in detail is what they described 
as a “cultural landscape model.”

The stated purpose for projects such as the “cultural landscape” is to 
emphasize the inherent interdisciplinary aspect of Miami knowledge. The 
authors argue that the Myaamia worldview does not disarticulate human 
experience into contemporary disciplines such as anthropology, linguistics, 
or history. Rather, the worldview is broadly experiential and interconnected 
and can only be understood as a “human experience in a given place” 
(ibid.:286). This is the guiding concept for a weeklong education program 
that places Miami students in a landscape to see if “the students experience 
this unique landscape in a Miami way, which means to know and see the 
land as a place where our traditional culture is practiced and maintained. 
We want them to begin developing the ability to interact with our lands 
through a Miami cultural lens” (ibid.:287). As the students gather plants, 
make observations, and describe their experiences in the Miami language 
they begin to understand the interconnectedness of language, culture, and 
experience. As the authors note, “We realize that our work in language and 
cultural revitalization goes beyond the restoration of a worldview. It 
includes the cultural restoration of a landscape. For us, a Miami form of 
ecological restoration embraces the recovery of culturally significant flora 
and fauna, as well as the revitalization of the interactions between these 
beings and the land” (ibid.:289). They go on to add, “Fundamental to our 
culture is the concept of relationship. The concept of relationship is 
expressed in our language in ways not solely defined by genetics. It is more 
about interaction and how we treat one another. Our very future and sur-
vival as a people depend on our ability to relate well to others, including 
the land” (ibid.:290). Baldwin and Olds are finding innovative ways of 
managing a resource thought to be beyond revitalization possibilities and 
have developed management tools that focus on the interconnectedness 
(or “integrated” nature) of all the cultural resources that the Miami lan-
guage mediates. The artifacts of the Miami language are just the data that 
permit access to Miami worldviews.
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Revitalizing “endangered” Maliseet through cosmogenesis
Maliseet, a Native American language spoken along the St John River valley 
in New Brunswick, Canada, has been projected to become extinct within the 
next two decades. That assessment was made over 10 years ago. The immi-
nent extinction of Maliseet has mobilized some members of the community 
to develop language maintenance and immersion programs in an attempt to 
reverse the trajectory toward language extinction. A Maliseet language class 
was initiated at the elementary school. Adult classes were offered (albeit on an 
infrequent basis). Members of the community were attending language classes 
at nearby universities. Language nests were started in community member 
homes. All these language revitalization attempts were supported by academ-
ics and their institutions, the tribal government, the community, and language 
advocacy groups. Many of the efforts were generated in the 1990s and some 
continue today. Others, such as the language nests and adult language classes, 
were suspended. Many factors determined the relative success of the various 
projects, including funding (or lack thereof), impatience or apathy from com-
munity members, disagreements about language issues such as orthography, 
pronunciation, vocabulary, etc. I had the good fortune to observe and par-
ticipate in the Maliseet language classroom for three years before returning to 
the University to complete my PhD. Some of the most important lessons I 
learned while working at the school were the importance of integrating the 
language into all cultural resources; that prestige can be a determining factor 
for successful language revitalization; and that it requires the commitment of 
the community to revitalize the language. These lessons and what we learn 
from them will determine whether or not the Maliseet language and the 
 cultural resources it represents and mediates survive beyond the next decade. 
Today, despite teaching at a university far away from the community, I  continue 
to develop projects that I believe can reintegrate Maliseet cultural resources 
with the Maliseet language, bring prestige back to the Maliseet language, and 
inspire the community to revitalize Maliseet language and Maliseet cultural 
resources. That is why I developed the cosmogenesis project.

Very simply stated, the cosomogenesis project is my attempt to reintegrate the 
Maliseet language with the Maliseet landscape, Maliseet oral traditions, and 
Maliseet spirituality. As the name implies, it is a return to Maliseet mythic time 
when Maliseet worlds were still intimately connected to the landscape and lan-
guage. I have stated elsewhere that cosmogenesis “… is a cultural  self-making that 
repatriates the oral traditions from non-Maliseet storytellers, academics/critics, 
folklorists, and other purported experts on American Indian oral traditions. It 
also repatriates the Maliseet language from non-Maliseet experts, advocates, 
and critics; repatriates Maliseet claims to landscape; and resists the unconscious 
continuation of dominant cultural erasures in order to reinscribe ‘deep time,’ 
past, present, and emergent Maliseet language  ideologies in all their complex 
interdiscursivities and intertextualities” (Perley 2009:269). My motivation for 
pursuing this project was based on my personal experience of language loss:
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As a Native of Tobique First Nation, what do I believe about the Maliseet 
language? Personally, I believe I lost a rich and beautiful way of understanding 
and expressing my understanding of the world when I lost the ability to speak 
and understand Maliseet … As an anthropologist, what do I believe about the 
Maliseet language? I believe that if the community does not actively participate 
in speaking Maliseet in all social domains throughout the day, then Maliseet as 
spoken at Tobique First Nation will cease to exist. I believe that community 
members will lose a distinctive aspect of their identity as W elast ekwiw ek, People 
of the Goodly River. I also believe, despite the odds, that there is potential for 
revitalizing Maliseet at Tobique First Nation (ibid.:267).

The artifacts for the cosmogenesis project consist of texts, paintings, constructed 
“environments” that replicate Maliseet mythic time, and plans for Maliseet 
translations of all these artifacts. The goal is to inspire community members to 
repatriate cultural sovereignty and revitalize the Maliseet language. Instead 
of focusing on the dire prediction that the Maliseet language will become 
extinct within a decade, I focus on Maliseet cosmogenesis, a return to the begin-
ning and the beginning of the reintegration of Maliseet cultural resources 
with the Maliseet language. I cannot dictate what the community should do 
about Maliseet language endangerment but I can encourage them to revital-
ize Maliseet language and cultural resources by giving them alternatives to 
Maliseet language extinction.

The battle for a “viable” Ojibwe language
A battle now rages to keep Ojibwe alive. At stake is the future of not only the 
language, but the knowledge contained within the language, the unique Ojibwe 
worldview and way of thinking, the Anishinaabe connection to the past, to the 
earth, and to the future.

Treuer 2001:5

Anton Treuer recognizes the multiple forms of data that language integrates 
through experience and time. However, through his work with the Ojibwe 
communities in Minnesota and Wisconsin, he learned that the most critical 
element in the management of language as a cultural resource is the speakers 
of the language:

“We are not losing our language, our language is losing us,” says White Earth 
elder Joe Auginaush … “We are not losing our language” is a promise to all who 
care about the Ojibwe language, a promise that will not die. Culture and 
language are inextricably linked, and all of the stories in this volume echo this 
belief in one way or another. It is my hope that this collection of bilingual 
Ojibwe stories can help to turn the tide of that battle as well as educate readers 
about Ojibwe history, culture, and humor. (ibid.:5)

Treuer’s bilingual collection of stories is not merely a textual artifact of 
 storytelling events. Treuer’s textualization of the stories was an important 
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contribution to developing a textual literate tradition that will also contrib-
ute to preserving and teaching the language to community members. 
Equally important, Treur states, “Furthermore, in producing books like 
this one, the contributing elders can reach Ojibwe people in urban areas 
and other communities they would not otherwise be able to reach. The text 
before you is meant to assist in the preservation of spoken Ojibwe and the 
oral tradition. It never could nor should replace any part of vocalized word 
or its usage” (ibid.:10–11). The text, then, is an artifact of the many hours 
Treuer spent listening to Ojibwe elders in their homes or other storytelling 
venues. As an artifact of many speech events, Treuer’s text assembles the 
textualizations of storytelling events into meaningful configurations by 
providing the contextual configurations of raw social, cultural, and linguis-
tic data. As a practice for managing the Ojibwe storytelling cultural resource, 
Treuer explains that the text is not important as an artifact of Ojibwe sto-
rytelling practices in the Ojibwe language as much as it is intended to pro-
mote the use of the Ojibwe language among the Ojibwe people. Treuer’s 
text is an example of how the ideational/intangible property of language 
like a storytelling event and the material/tangible property of textualiza-
tion of the event are co-dependent components of language as an artifact. 
More importantly, the text as artifact as well as data does not constitute the 
primary reason for collecting the  storytellers’ stories. The artifacts only 
serve to help us understand the importance of storytelling in Ojibwe as an 
important cultural resource. Treuer accomplishes this by providing brief 
biographies of the storytellers and by explaining in detail the contexts in 
which the stories were collected, transcribed, assembled, and published into 
a new meaningful cultural resource. Finally, Treuer states that the textual 
artifact is not intended to replace the face-to-face storytelling in Ojibwe. 
Rather, it is hoped that the artifact will prompt Ojibwe community mem-
bers to engage in new storytelling events in the Ojibwe language.

The three case studies presented above reflect some of the solutions to revital-
izing “sleeping” (extinct) languages, endangered languages, and viable lan-
guages. In each case, the methods for managing language as an integrated 
cultural resource used all the tools and practices available from the various 
academic fields and community experiences. All cases of language endanger-
ment have their own historical and linguistic backgrounds that require careful 
evaluation. Each case will require the development of management strategies 
that provide the best chance for language revitalization and cultural resource 
management. The management of integrated cultural resources as mediated 
and represented by language is a collaborative project that draws from the 
expertise of academics and community members alike. Like the three case 
studies above, all languages have tangible (material) and intangible (idea-
tional) properties that should be recognized during processes of documenta-
tion. By doing so, the meaningful aspect of the collected artifacts can offer 
glimpses into other worldviews.
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Managing Language and Cultural Resources 
Against the Odds

The three language maintenance strategies presented above were solutions to 
specific historical and linguistic problems. Each strategy was developed after 
careful assessment of the situation for each language community. Furthermore, 
the examples are only a fraction of the kinds of activities that language scholars 
and language advocates have designed and implemented for their specific lan-
guage situations. It should be noted that each solution also reflects compro-
mises, conflict resolutions, and determination to revitalize language against 
community apathy and/or resistance. As Hinton points out, “Often the great-
est resistance to language revitalization comes from within the community 
itself, where factionalism, jealousy, negative attitudes toward the endangered 
language, and the propensity to constant criticism are frequently a threat to 
progress of any effort. As the language learner and educator Terry Supahan 
says, ‘You have to develop a thick skin.’ Going on with the program in the face 
of barriers and negativity is an essential prerequisite to its success” (Hinton 
2001b:17). Recognition of internal divisions and challenges should not dis-
tract us from the larger issues that contribute to language endangerment. 
Grenoble summarizes these threats: “Causes of language shift vary consider-
ably, but several overarching factors emerge: urbanization, globalization, and 
social and cultural dislocation. These reflect imbalances in prestige and power 
between speakers of the majority language and the culture and the minority 
language community. Socioeconomic improvement is usually perceived as tied 
to knowledge of the dominant language, and to renunciation and abandon-
ment of the minority language and culture” (Grenoble 2008:217). The com-
bination of “overarching” factors and the local tensions and conflicts require 
careful consideration for best management practices for language and its cul-
tural resources. The odds of success are against language and cultural resource 
managers but it has not stopped dedicated language experts, advocates, and 
community members from revitalizing the integrated cultural resources that 
their language represents and mediates.

Conclusion

This chapter is an all too brief introduction to the global problem of language 
endangerment and extinction. Many language scholars emphasize the impor-
tance of documenting, maintaining, and revitalizing languages as an impor-
tant cultural resource for our collective human experience. It is much more 
than language that is being revitalized; it is our human knowledge and experi-
ence living on this planet for millennia. K. David Harrison argues that the 
wealth of knowledge that the human species stands to lose is not limited to 
what we know as a species but what that knowledge can contribute to our 
survival as a species. He also argues that our awareness of knowledge systems 
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can contribute to mutual understanding, mutual respect, and the promise of 
peaceful coexistence in a diverse world. Finally, his appeal to document 
“obscure languages” is a vital contribution to our understanding of human 
cognitive processes. These goals all serve to underscore his program of what 
he has called “the greatest conservation challenge of our generation” (Harrison 
2007:19–20).

As Harrison clearly articulates, the cultural resource to be conserved is both 
tangible (artifact, materiality) and intangible (concepts, ideational). Taken 
together, managing these cultural resources is more than a process of collect-
ing and preserving data. It is a process that emphasizes what is meaningful 
about the relationship between language, cultural practices, and the relation-
ship between people using the cultural resources. As Harrison explains, “… 
the real story of endangered languages revolves around speakers, and what 
they have to say for themselves. We should take care, in the course of scientific 
discussion of language extinction, not to lose sight of real people, their experi-
ences, attitudes, and opinions” (ibid.:20).

In the case studies discussed above, the common focus was on the social 
relations that are developed through use of the language. The language is an 
artifact of the kinds of relationships that are established through everyday 
use of the languages in all domains of social and cultural life. The proper 
management of the cultural resources through language ensures the healthy 
social life of the community. As Daryl Baldwin concluded in his essay, “… 
the Myaamia Project is acknowledged by our people as the cornerstone to 
our ultimate success in reclaiming our language and restoring our traditional 
worldview, which will ensure the perpetuation of our great Miami Nation” 
(Baldwin and Olds 2007:290). As I have written, “It is my hope that 
W last kwi Cosmogenesis will be a catalyst for reintegrating spoken Maliseet 
into the everyday lives of the community members of Tobique First Nation. 
In the end, this book is less about language death and more about language 
life. The life of the Maliseet language depends upon its reintegration into 
the lives of the Maliseet people. If the Maliseet language is reinstated in its 
role as the foundation for Maliseet culture and Maliseet identity, then we 
can look forward to the survival of Maliseet cultural identity for generations 
to come” (in press). Finally, as Treuer has written, “The waxing power of 
tribal governments and the upsurge of interest in traditional culture has 
sparked new hope for the language in recent years. Casinos provide a much-
needed income stream for Ojibwe communities, and many tribes have put 
the money to good use, building Big Drum dance halls and funding lan-
guage programs. Among these communities there is hope for a revitalization 
of Ojibwe language and culture. Without a doubt, it is in the spirit of revi-
talization that the speakers represented here have chosen to share their 
knowledge” (Treuer 2001:9). Though the examples presented above focus 
on Native American language communities, many of the lessons and prac-
tices can be applied to others among the world’s endangered languages. 
However, every case is unique and will require the careful evaluation of the 

e e
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situation and the documentation of tangible and intangible properties of 
language and cultural resources. Most importantly, the social relations medi-
ated and represented by language must be the focus of cultural resource 
management practices if we want our work to be  meaningful and fulfilling.
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Special Types of 
Cultural Resources

The nine chapters comprising this part deal with particular types of cultural 
resources that tend to demand the attention of specialists. The nine types dis-
cussed here – submerged resources, floating watercraft, aircraft/spacecraft, 
crash sites, high-technology facilities, battlefields, other military resources, 
linear resources, and rock art – by no means exhaust the universe of “special” 
resources, but these chapters do, we hope, give the reader a notion of the 
issues involved in navigating that universe.

PART II
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Challenges of 
Maritime 
Archaeology: 
In Too Deep

Sean Kingsley

CHAPTER 12

Few archaeological discoveries grab the headlines like a long-forgotten “noble” 
shipwreck groaning under the weight of an intact cargo. Isolated on a seabed, 
through rose-tinted facemasks its contents are envisioned as frozen in time 
and space. Maritime archaeology revels in this high media profile. A colossal 
60 million people watched the raising of the hull of King Henry VIII’s flag-
ship, the Mary Rose, on live television in 1982. Episodes featuring shipwrecks 
have found terrestrial and cable television favor in Digging for the Truth, Wreck 
Detectives, and Treasure Quest. As fiction began to mimic reality, the romance 
of the deep has inspired Lara Croft’s discovery of a luminous orb map in 
a submerged Luna Temple off Santorini (The Cradle of Life, 2003) and the 
ship caught in the ice of Antarctica in National Treasure (2004).

Wrecks pull in museum crowds. In 1973 alone, 113,500 people peered 
in fascination at the hull of a fourth-century BC Greek ship being assembled in 
Kyrenia Castle in remote northern Cyprus. Since 1961 more than 25 million 
people have viewed the Vasa in Stockholm and an average of 300,000 people 
annually make a pilgrimage to the Mary Rose in Portsmouth. Some 500,000 
people a year watch ships being reconstructed at the Viking Boatyard of the 
Viking Ship Museum in Roskilde, Denmark (Dobbs 2007:69, 71).

These are the discipline’s conspicuous success stories. A deep chasm, how-
ever, separates the public’s fascination and the “wreckphobia” displayed by 
many heritage managers today when confronted by the seemingly overwhelm-
ing prospect of dealing with a whole shipwreck and its organic remains. Through 
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inadequate financial resources and a lack of creativity, a minimalist hand’s-off 
philosophy currently dictates the management of underwater cultural heritage.

Marine archaeology is yet to escape its teething troubles and is currently 
wrestling with the enormous scale of the resource, seeking consensus on best 
practice for the short- and long-term preservation of sites. It is a vast job. Seas 
cover around 71 percent of the Earth’s surface and United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) puts the number of ships 
lost in the world’s oceans at 3 million. The volume of potential wrecks of 
archaeological significance is colossal: 33,000 sites in the United Kingdom 
(Oxley 2007:89), 10,000 off Ireland (Kelleher 2007:5), 8,000 in Portugal 
(Alves 2007), 6,500 off Australia (Smith 2003:124), and over 1,506 along 
the shores of South Africa (Werz 2003:77).

How can such an incomprehensible mass of fragile wood and artifacts of 
varying dates and forms, found by shareholders of the seas who often pursue 
deeply divided goals, be managed? The following sections focus on current 
philosophies and actions. Throughout, it is important to emphasize the wide 
scope of the industry, and thus employment options, and to acknowledge that 
maritime archaeology is not just about digging up ships, but encompasses 
a rich harvest of subjects ranging from tourism to museology, recreational 
 diving, television production, and academia. Contrary to pervading ideology, 
commerce and the pursuit of profit can be identified as relevant and central to 
the wellbeing of the industry.

Marine archaeology is currently dominated by UNESCO’s Convention on 
the Protection of the Underwater Cultural Heritage (CPUCH). Ratified in 
2009, it currently exerts a stranglehold over the discipline. To date, 20 coun-
tries have signed up, and even where governments have refused to put pen to 
paper – such as in the United Kingdom – heritage bodies have adopted its 
principles as if they are all-pervasive legally binding wisdom.

The Convention contains much common sense – the core need for training 
and public outreach – but in reality offers precious few new and progressive 
initiatives. By its own admission, CPUCH was created as a direct response to 
eliminate “treasure hunting” from the world’s seas. The Convention thus 
prohibits the sale of artifacts and promotes the preservation of shipwrecks in 
situ (where they lie) as the primary option and preference for protection. In 
other words, governments will be defying UNESCO by working with 
 commercial archaeologists.

Regrettably the Convention has arguably created an artificial divide within 
the discipline – one law for some and a different model for others. Universities, 
for instance, seem to be immune and at liberty to continue excavating com-
plete shipwrecks. And in some cases heritage bodies seem to be able to find 
satisfactory causes to swerve around the rule of in situ preservation as they see 
fit. In England, for instance, English Heritage has permitted the “medium-
risk” early seventeenth-century Swash Channel wreck in Poole harbor, exposed 
by dredging, to be excavated. Meanwhile, the virtually intact “high risk” hull 
of the Stirling Castle (lost 1703) is being left to fall apart on the Goodwin 
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Sands without any intervention. Both sites are designated under the same 
Protection of Wreck Act.

Has UNESCO put all its eggs in one basket by failing to recognize that all 
countries require operational flexibility to resolve disparate wreck forms, 
threats, and levels of preservation? Time is likely to prove that CPUCH is 
restricted in scope and not the Holy Grail that heritage bodies believe. 
Meanwhile, fishing trawlers continue to bulldoze shipwrecks and oil and gas 
pipes to slice through sites, all without any protective measures or legal 
 repercussions. It is in fact in this arena, not in treasure hunting, that the great-
est threat to the world’s underwater cultural heritage lies. UNESCO and its 
disciples are neglecting this bigger picture.

Historical Developments

Marine archaeology is by virtue of its medium of interaction far more technol-
ogy driven than its terrestrial counterpart. The discipline is also one of acute 
specialism: most universities only offer postgraduate courses from the MA 
level upwards. Into the 1980s the discipline was by necessity preoccupied with 
evolving technologies that facilitated access to sites, accurate recording, and 
recovery to standards comparable with those employed on land.

Survey methodologies based on the use of swim lines and towed searches, 
coupled with the use of magnetometers, echo sounders, side-scan sonars, and 
submersibles became standard tools, as did excavation reliant on airlifts, metal 
recording grids, trilateration, photogrammetry, and photomosaics. Scientific 
techniques were often religiously upheld and described in detail to persuade 
academia of the serious credentials of the discipline (for techniques and meth-
odologies, see Green 2004). The value of shipwrecks as cultural heritage is no 
longer questioned. Methodologies continue to tap into the latest high-tech 
side-scan sonars, magnetometers, multibeams, remote-operated vehicles 
(ROVs), and positional software, largely adapted from the offshore oil and gas 
industry. A Standard and Guidance for Nautical Archaeological Recording and 
Reconstruction has been produced by the UK Institute for Field Archaeologists. 
UNESCO’s Convention on the Protection of the Underwater Cultural 
Heritage includes a regulatory project plan template that signatories must sub-
mit to authorities for peer review before any projects can commence.

Reflecting the discipline’s technological coming of age, and as an expres-
sion of national pride in the maritime past, the 1960s to 1980s witnessed 
high-profile wreck recovery projects, which in retrospect proved to be 
 double-edged swords. The Mary Rose and Vasa hull recoveries have educated 
and enthused millions of people. The spiraling costs of preserving organic 
remains, however – some £500,000 every year for treating the timbers of the 
Mary Rose and an extra £35 million for completing curating its artifacts and 
building a dedicated ship museum – created a major maritime myth: acute 
concern amongst heritage bodies that as an entity a wreck is a bottomless 
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money pit. As Colin White, the late director of the Royal Naval Museum, 
argued (1994:181), “we are in trouble because we have allowed ourselves to 
become swept up and exploited by the current cult of Heritage: that romantic 
and emotional worship of the past which is so distinctive a feature of our fin 
de siècle society. Heritage has replaced religion as the opium of the masses; it 
offers us a pretty-pretty, over-simplified view of the past as we would like it to 
have been.”

The financial and logistical pressures of lifting and preserving intact wrecks 
are the real nightmare that underlies UNESCO’s obsession with in situ 
 preservation. Nobody wants or can afford another Mary Rose. The Age of 
Expansion (exploration and recovery) has given way to an Age of Housekeeping 
(look but do not touch) as the perceived ethical and practical wisdom of 
the Convention exerts a philosophical stranglehold over the field.

Meanwhile, the hyper-urbanization of planet Earth continues unabated. 
Dramatic silted harbor sites containing extensive wreck complexes are being 
increasingly exposed through coastal development. Maritime archaeology’s 
field of operation is similarly expanding, with improvements in robotic tech-
nology, beyond territorial waters into the abyss, the last uncharted frontier, as 
deep-sea industry searches for untapped minerals and natural resources of oil 
and gas. The emerging realization that wrecks up to depths of 2,000 meters 
are not cocooned from the harm of man is starting to generate intense  concern 
and mitigation policies to monitor gravel and sand dredging and fishing and 
offshore wind farms, as well as increasingly the digging of oil, gas, and com-
munication pipelines. As yet, UNESCO has shown little interest in promoting 
these extensive problems.

Despite the enormity of global maritime heritage, and excessive examples of 
failures to predict the presence of wrecks before development begins 
(see below), resulting in countless destruction, in many countries resource 
management remains woefully undeveloped and reactive, rather than proac-
tive, preventive, and analytical. The in situ mantra of CPUCH has created 
a passive time-out, which in too many instances excuses neglect. Meanwhile, 
the far-reaching tentacles of industry do not sleep.

Down to the Water’s Edge: Silted Sites

While sites scheduled for development on land are protected by long- 
established national legislation and rescue protocols, the further they lie from 
the water’s edge the more they seem to be neglected – out of sight and out of 
mind. Strangely, this mentality holds true for coastal sites today silted up on 
dry land.

During the past two decades high-profile discoveries of major international 
importance have been made from Europe to the Mediterranean and America, 
which reflect simultaneously the ultimate successes of developer-funded con-
tract archaeology and the implications of its disregard. Despite the ability in 
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many cases of desk-based research to have been capable of predicting encoun-
tering maritime heritage during development projects, the majority of 
 initiatives – from the small to the billion-dollar – start life without archaeo-
logical control.

For instance, foundations for a new control center for the Rome–Genoa 
national railway, cut at San Rossore in the heart of Pisa in December 1998, 
exposed a graveyard of 11 wrecks dating between the first century BC and the 
seventh century AD. The site contained part of the Etruscan to Late Roman 
port within an ancient inland lagoonal seaway and was densely packed with 
thousands of amphoras, coins, sandals, glass wares, 5,111 animal bones, and 
the skeletons of a dog and his 40-year-old human master, who were crushed 
by falling cargo when a tidal wave inundated the port (Bruni 2000; Sedge 
2002:158–170).

Despite the inauspicious start, the Soprintendenza ai Beni Archeologici 
della Toscana, the local government, the Ministry of National Heritage, and 
the Italian railways swiftly pooled resources to enforce excavation and save the 
rich heritage at a cost of £9.3 million up to 2007. A dedicated ship museum 
founded in the Medici Dockyards soon followed. The finds – now numbering 
over 30 wrecks – elicited an unprecedented outpouring of urban pride for 
Pisa’s ancient maritime history, combined with a practical concern of how to 
deal with both the scientific and commercial legacy. Gino Nunes, the President 
of the Provincia di Pisa, realistically stated that,

The archaeological, historical and artistic heritage contained and partly concealed 
in Pisan territory could constitute an inexhaustible resource with potential 
benefits which are not solely cultural. For this reason we believe that private 
companies should also be actively involved in operations for the preservation 
and appreciation of the area’s historical and artistic heritage. Safeguarding 
a cultural heritage is an operation that entails investment, but can also create 
wealth. (Bruni 2000:9)

Even Pisa’s “Pompeii of the Sea” pales in magnitude when juxtaposed 
alongside the silted port of Byzantine Constantinople in modern Istanbul. 
Development in 2004 in preparation for a 76-kilometer metro tunnel linking 
the European and Asian shores of the Bosporus, a $2.6 billion project, failed 
to survey for the presence of archaeological remains before construction 
started. Despite historical sources identifying the Emperor Theodosius’s port 
in this city district, developers were unprepared to find across an area the size 
of 10 city blocks a vast concentration of 32 shipwrecks dating from the fifth 
to the eleventh-century AD (including a unique oared galley or warship) along 
with Roman streets, a Byzantine church and graveyard, and, beneath these 
maritime casualties, the stone foundations of a Neolithic village of the fifth 
millennium BC. Excavations directed by Istanbul Archaeological Museum ran 
24 hours a day with 750 workers and 50 archaeologists in a race against time 
to save the maritime heritage. At $500,000 a month, the rescue work is 
expected to cost in excess of $24 million when complete. Some of the ships 
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and finds are expected to go on permanent display in the new metro terminals 
(Kingsley 2008; Kocabas 2008).

Albeit resulting in satisfactory compromises, such high-profile cases of 
late intervention are neither efficient for developers’ budgets nor respectful 
of the cultural heritage stumbled across. In Europe and America, by stark 
contrast, development planning on land is always accompanied by archaeo-
logical monitoring at the very least, which generally ensures that finds in 
even small-scale trenches are identified and recorded. Almost all sites of 
maritime significance are generally “caught” in the course of development, 
albeit very late in the process. Precious few – if any – silted sites have been 
identified and protected or recovered through preventive means, such as 
remote sensing.

A spectacular example of fortuitous 11th-hour archaeological interven-
tion accompanied the construction in 1992 of a pedestrian underpass 
 connecting the center of Dover with the seafront, which exposed Europe’s 
first Late Bronze Age boat. The operation was closely monitored by the 
Canterbury Archaeological Trust, and building work stopped for 14 days 
when a cofferdam hit the excellently preserved oak timbers of an 11.7-
meter-long flat- bottomed sewn-plank boat dating to c.1550 BC, Europe’s 
earliest known cross-Channel craft (Clark 2004:312). The development 
contractors were compensated by the Department of Transport and the 
boat is now on permanent display in Dover Museum, England. Another 
example of a positive  outcome involves five unique oared galleys of the late 
third–fourth centuries AD excavated along the former Roman frontier of the 
Danube during the  construction of an extension to the Hilton Hotel in 
Mainz, Germany, now exhibited in the custom-designed Museum of 
Ancient Ships opened in 1994 (Pferdehirt 1995). As these models exem-
plify, commercial and educational opportunities typically accompany major 
wreck discoveries.

Given the modern level of awareness about shipwrecks discovered from the 
onion fields of Holland to a thousand-year-old hull in a coconut grove at 
Kerali in India, future coastal and riverine development will find it increasingly 
difficult to sweep maritime heritage under the carpet of contractor develop-
ment. The potential for a developer to instill ethical and cultural public values 
through educational and touristic purposes will play a major role in future 
maritime heritage awareness and action.

Predicting and managing what maritime heritage lies beneath ground thus 
on the whole remains an unsophisticated lottery. All too often archaeologists 
arrive on the scene too late. We still largely inhabit the reactive realm of rescue 
archaeology. The ideal model of France’s preventive archaeology, whereby 
a flat-rate tax on all development allows the Institut National de Recherches 
Archéologiques Préventives (INRAP) to manage excavation from desk to 
exhibition with an annual €130 million war chest (Schlanger 2006), remains 
a distant pipedream in virtually all other countries.
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Political Legislation in Marine Archaeology

Different countries enforce shipwreck protection with varying potency. 
Australia is an industry leader. Its Historic Shipwrecks Act of 1976 enshrined 
“a national obligation to preserve the integrity of Australia’s historic ship-
wrecks, for the benefit of present and future generations.” Amendments to 
the Act lowered the age of automatic protection to all wrecks 75 years old or 
more, a blanket declaration that increased the number of historic wrecks 
 overnight from just over 150 to more than 5,000. Managerial responsibility 
operates at the individual State level (Staniforth 2007).

Australia retains a holistic approach to its maritime past, which includes a blend 
of selective excavation for scientific purposes coupled with a well- researched in 
situ monitoring program and the establishment of underwater parks, reserves, 
and trails to educate and empower the public to safeguard and enjoy its heritage. 
Despite these impressive measures, local critics are concerned that the legislation 
does little more than keep many divers on the path of righteousness and that new 
directives are essential to reduce the range of historic wrecks from 75 to 50 years 
and to embrace aircraft in a wider definition of maritime heritage. “In the absence 
of effective efforts at enforcement of the legislation,” Staniforth has argued 
(2007:28), “a significant part of the effect of Australian historic shipwrecks legisla-
tion is actually bluff and illusion – smoke and mirrors.” The failure of the mere 
existence of legislation to ensure adequate enforcement is a global dilemma. 
Australia’s relative infancy as a state, compared to France or Britain, also vividly 
demonstrates the need for flexibility in the protection of underwater cultural her-
itage. A similar lowering of the age bracket for protected wrecks across Europe to 
50 years would  create an overwhelming and unmanageable heritage nightmare.

Within the English system, the Protection of Wrecks Act 1973 empowers 
the Secretary of State to designate sites and protect them from unauthorized 
access. Just 60 sites are currently protected in the United Kingdom (0.2  percent 
of the total of around 32,777, including aircraft and submerged  landscapes), 
of which 45 lie in English territorial waters. English Heritage is charged by the 
government with securing the preservation of underwater  cultural heritage 
and recommends sites for protection against a broad set of qualitative criteria: 
evidential, historical, esthetic, and communal.

Behind this well-structured façade, resources are desperately overstretched. 
English Heritage acknowledges that the current management system is 
 fragmented and lacks a holistic, plan-led approach to understand the wider 
picture. The system is also a heavily leaking hull: in 2008 English Heritage 
reported that 42 percent of historic shipwrecks were at a high or medium risk 
from vandalism, unauthorized access, and natural decline.

Far finer-balanced legislation exists in the Republic of Ireland, whose National 
Monuments Act automatically blanket-protects all monuments and objects 
over 100 years old. Underwater Heritage Orders facilitate further protection 
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of wrecks less than 100 years old, such as RMS Lusitania lost in 1915 off 
southern County Cork. The daily management of the country’s maritime 
 heritage lies in the hands of the Underwater Archaeology Unit (UAU), which 
was established in 2000 within the National Monuments Service of the 
Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government. Its four 
fully qualified and commercially dive-trained archaeologists consider up to 
1,000 planning and development applications a year relating to marina, pier, 
and harbor works, dredging programs, sewerage schemes, aquaculture license 
applications, underwater gas pipelines, and road schemes.

The Irish framework has two advantages over most other countries. Firstly, 
the Department of the Marine has made archaeological requirements a condi-
tion of license issue: private sector development is obliged by law to finance 
archaeological recommendations. Secondly, conscious of the impracticality of 
conducting all fieldwork internally, the UAU outsources contracts to specialist 
companies.

Recent Irish success stories include the discovery of 11 wrecks during 
advance work commissioned by Dublin City Council for a main sewerage 
system crossing Dublin Bay, including a substantial mid-eighteenth-century 
wreck. The UAU also recently recommended detailed underwater archaeo-
logical assessment of the Arklow Bank wind-farm area off eastern Ireland. 
Pre-development fieldwork by Boland Archaeological Services identified at 
least seven wrecks. Just one lay directly in the path of the proposed cable 
route, causing the developer to agree to relocate the turbine infrastructure 
from the footprint of the original wind farm (Kelleher 2007:5–7, 9–10).

Despite differently nuanced measures tapped by countries to protect mari-
time heritage, as discussed above, UNESCO’s Convention on the Protection 
of the Underwater Cultural Heritage is the dominant stimulus to underwater 
protocols worldwide today (Dromgoole 2006). The Convention is con-
cerned with “all traces of human existence having a cultural, historical or 
archaeological character which have been partially or totally under water, 
periodically or continuously, for at least 100 years (Article 1).” State parties 
are required to preserve underwater cultural heritage for the benefit of 
humanity. Outreach in the form of training in underwater archaeology, the 
transfer of technologies, and information sharing is a key part of an  agreement 
to promote and create public awareness about the value and significance of 
underwater  cultural heritage.

However, the convention is not uncontroversial, partly due to the lead-
ing maritime powers’ refusal to ratify it (United States, United Kingdom, 
France, Italy, Russia, Australia) for modern political reasons: a failure to 
recognize  sufficiently the rights of nations’ immunity over sovereign war-
ships and the concern over political control of Economic Exclusion Zones. 
Especially  contentious is Article 2.5’s stipulation that “The preservation in 
situ of underwater cultural heritage shall be considered as the first option 
before allowing or engaging in any activities directed at this heritage.” 
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Although the convention was formulated principally to outlaw treasure 
hunting, a side effect has seen the brakes put on intrusive excavation more 
generally. The current era is witnessing an overriding focus on the non- 
intrusive use of multibeams to monitor changes to sites on an annual basis 
in a priority to preserve sites in situ. Modernity has reacted with severity to 
the practices of the former  generation, but only time will reveal the wisdom 
of this policy, not least for saving sites demanding rescue from offshore 
development. To many, the CPUCH convention has created a misfiring 
legal instrument.

The protection of wooden wrecks, such as the William Salthouse, lost in 
10–13 meters at Port Phillip Heads in 1841 at the end of a trading voyage 
from Canada to the Port Phillip colony at Victoria in Australia, typifies this 
shift in mentality. Artificial sea-grass matting made from closed-cell foamed 
polypropylene was “planted” across the wreck in 1990 at a relatively low cost 
of A$100,000 and sediment deposition increased immediately. Public access 
via a permit system was reinstituted in 1993 (Staniforth 2006).

The grass mat solution to in situ preservation has recently been superseded 
by a preference for polypropylene nets, as implemented on the wreck of the 
Dutch East Indiaman the Avondster, lost in Galle Harbour off southern Sri 
Lanka in July 1659. Because wood-eating organisms, erosion, fishing, and 
diving were destroying the wooden hull, a Sri Lankan–Dutch–Australian 
 collaboration decided to recover the ship’s artifacts but to leave the wreck 
structure in situ. The bow was covered in 2003 with five nets (4 meters wide 
and 25 meters long) of non-woven polypropylene net normally used for filter-
ing water and shrimp fishing. Within one week of installation, the whole bow 
side was covered with more than 1 meter of sand. The total material cost of 
physically protecting the Avondster, about 500 square meters, was approxi-
mately €2,000 (Manders 2006). Elsewhere, the same kind of woodworm in 
the hull of the early seventeenth-century Swash Channel wreck in Poole 
 harbor, England, has been identified as sufficient grounds for English Heritage 
to green-light intrusive excavation. Different countries react to different 
 problems with varying and often contradictory managerial methods.

Sophisticated tools thus certainly exist to protect at least wooden hulls in 
situ short term, although safeguarding artifact assemblages from souvenir-
hunting divers is far more complex. Conservation experts have also warned 
that despite the preference for in situ preservation, the marine environment is 
far more dynamic than on land, so long-term preservation may only be achiev-
able through recovery and active conservation. A major concern of this strat-
egy is the creation of a loophole that excuses some governments and heritage 
organizations from merely recording sites falling apart rather than allocating 
funds for proactive intrusive measures. The concept is also diametrically 
opposed to the philosophy of the majority of coastal and offshore develop-
ment, which demands rescue excavation intervention. Flexibility is essential to 
assess a wreck on a site-by-site basis.
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Underwater Parks

A potent mechanism currently strongly promoted to enshrine UNESCO’s 
demands for preservation of shipwrecks in situ, public education, and out-
reach is the creation of underwater parks and heritage trails. In reality, these 
entities have been under development since the early 1960s, but eco- 
management enterprise is increasingly springing up across the world as one 
responsible means of ensuring sustainable site conservation.

Within Florida’s renowned underwater archaeological preserve (ranging 
from Spanish wrecks of 1715 and 1733 to the USS Massachusetts, launched in 
1893 and America’s oldest existing battleship, and a paddlewheel steamboat 
of 1921), local dive shops and clubs adopt a site and schedule regular trips to 
clean away modern debris. State personnel inspect each preserve once a year 
and visitors are encouraged to explore sites, but to “take only photos and 
leave only bubbles” (Scott-Ireton 2003). Comparable marine sanctuaries 
flourish in the Thunder Bay National Marine Sanctuary and Underwater 
Preserve in northern Lake Huron, Michigan, where a rich package of cultural 
values is promoted, ranging from Native American inland shore fisheries to 
water-based transportation, the fur trade, European settlement, commercial 
fisheries, water-based lumbering, and wreck salvage (Vrana and Stoep 2003).

The Parks Canada Agency has created a protected submerged cultural zone in 
Louisbourg Harbor, Nova Scotia, around four eighteenth-century warships 
burned during siege warfare between France and England, including the only 
wrecks of 64- and 74-gun French warships known in North America. Public 
access is controlled via a permit system instituted with guidelines. Over 30 years, 
the sites have suffered very little from human intrusion and looting (La Roche 
2003:31–33). Shipwreck trails are especially popular in national heritage schemes 
in Australia, where the Commonwealth Historic Shipwrecks Program operates 
under the understanding that resources should be accessible to all, as long as they 
are respected and maintained for future generations to enjoy (Smith 2003:124).

Comparable underwater museums exist in the Sound of Campeche off 
Mexico, and off the Cayman Islands around the iron-hulled barque Glamis, 
built in Dundee, Scotland, in 1876 (Leshikar-Denton and Scott-Ireton 2008). 
A pilot Cape Peninsula Shipwreck Route is being developed in South Africa, 
while an underwater trail centered on the French flagship Océan, which sank in 
6–9 meters of water in 1759 during the Seven Year War off Salema beach, west 
of the Algarve, Portugal, was the first of its kind in Atlantic Europe when estab-
lished in 1993. The trail is signposted with 316 stainless steel plaques screwed 
onto a concrete base/pedestal, with captions in Portuguese and English.

Offshore Development: The Polluter Pays?

The world’s international waters remain a Wild West in terms of contract 
archaeology. Whereas road construction and farmland plowing are easily 
monitored and legally protected on land, supervising industrial exploitation at 
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sea is enormously expensive and logistically complex. In short, it is simply not 
happening on the whole. For decades, marine habitats and fish stocks have 
been quantified and protected through trawler decommissions, exclusion 
zones, fishing quotas, and fines. However, offshore fishing, sand and gravel 
dredging, oil and gas pipeline cutting, and wind-farm construction still largely 
exclude archaeological mitigation. Vast damage is caused each year, even 
though maritime heritage is an extremely finite resource compared to the 
marine environment, which is wholly or partially renewable.

Maritime archaeology has failed spectacularly to evolve in tandem with glo-
balization. The scale of coastal sand extraction along the shores of Israel, for 
instance, was so extreme up to 1964 that quarrying exceeded by 10–20 times 
that naturally replenished by longshore sediment transport deposition via 
Egypt. Not only did the removal of one-third of the country’s sand reserves 
result in the wholesale disappearance of beaches, but 200 shipwrecks were 
exposed on the formerly sediment-blanketed seabed. Following subsequent 
natural erosion and looting, the marine branch of the Israel Antiquities 
Authority has estimated that 60 percent of all sites have already been plun-
dered and that by 2012 very little wreck heritage will survive underwater 
(Kingsley 2004:27–29).

The damage wrought by dredging and aggregate quarrying is now well 
recorded and many countries monitor the industry with varying effectiveness. 
Monitoring accompanying the development by the Department of Transport 
of a terminal for a new ferry service along Sydney’s Parramatta River in 1990 
resulted in the Australian National Maritime Museum excavating a rich assem-
blage of over 10,000 artifacts, ranging from buckles, fob watches, bracelets, and 
cutlery to coins (1827–1952), animal bones, and ceramics (Nutley 2006:94).

By contrast, the lessons of gambling against shipwreck disturbance were 
learned the hard way in the Thames Estuary, England, in 2003 when a pre-
dredging magnetometer survey revealed an anomaly that was wrongly identi-
fied by the Port of London Authority’s (PLA) diving team as a nineteenth- or 
twentieth-century barge. Attempts were made to break up the wreck, but 
when preliminary dredging began the wood proved to be associated with an 
anchor and cannon. Following extreme damage to the site, the PLA contacted 
Wessex Archaeology, whose bathymetric survey identified “high spots” associ-
ated with further wreckage. Judged a hazard to navigation in the shallow 
channel, the timbers and artifacts were lifted. The Princes Channel wreck, a 
sixteenth-century, 35-meter-long armed merchantman transporting iron, 
lead, and tin, turned out to be one of the most important in England (Auer 
and Firth 2007). This salvage operation marked the first discovery and recov-
ery of a wreck in England through dredging and has set the agenda whereby 
future operations must insist on professional archaeological monitoring.

The colossal magnitude of the aggregates industry off England has 
already forged a symbiotic relationship between the “polluter” and archae-
ology, a promising model that will hopefully be replicated globally in the 
future. Extraction currently focuses on the eastern English Channel, where 
dense sandbanks reach thicknesses of 30 meters. To date, the levels 
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where shipwrecks are to be anticipated have not been reached, although 
this is a major concern for the future.

Marine aggregate dredging has clear implications for prehistoric remains, 
since companies target sand and gravel deposited by rivers in glacial periods 
when the sea-level was up to 130 meters lower than today. For this reason the 
British Marine Aggregate Producers Association implemented good archaeo-
logical practice to encourage more sustainable use of resources. Through the 
Aggregates Levy Sustainability Fund (ALSF), introduced as a tax by the 
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, English Heritage and 
the Minerals Industry Research Organisation allocate funds for offshore 
research and to catalog hundreds of prehistoric artifacts snagged in fishermen’s 
nets. Total annual funds dispersed through the ALSF have ranged between 
£800,000 and £1.5 million.

In this way, an area off the Sussex coast has been subjected to very high-
resolution sub-bottom profiling, vibrocoring, and benthic grabbing. The 
project identified a Mesolithic landscape dating to c.9000 BP some 12  kilometers 
offshore, immediately adjacent to an aggregate dredging area (Firth 2006). 
Such sites are the tip of a sprawling underwater prehistoric landscape  submerged 
beneath the North Sea from England to Denmark.

Awareness of threats to prehistoric sites by offshore dredging off the north-
western Floridian continental shelf is developing more gradually. Between 
1986 and 1992 the PaleoAucilla Prehistory Project retrieved more than 4,000 
chipped Paleoindian and Early Archaic stone artifacts from 33 sites up to 
17 kilometers offshore (Faught 2002: 115). The South-East Asian region, 
and particularly the Australian continental shelf, has been identified as a prime 
area for offshore oil and gas development in the next 20–50 years as the fossil 
fuel crisis worsens.

Governments have a wide portfolio of industries and shareholders  exploiting 
the world seas that they should be assessing in equal measure. Yet precious few 
marine laws even refer to underwater cultural heritage. The United Kingdom’s 
Marine and Coastal Access Act (2009), for instance, is a sophisticated tool for 
protecting threatened marine habitats and fauna now and in the future, but 
includes not one reference to shipwrecks or submerged prehistoric sites. 
Protective legislation of the maritime archaeological realm currently stands 
where land archaeology was pre-World War II.

Deep-Sea Shipwrecks

In the past 20 years the realization has dawned that wooden wind-powered ves-
sels often corner-cut sea lanes to sail beyond the sight of coastlines and reduce 
voyage durations. Awareness of the prevalence of shipwrecks in international 
waters has only advanced as technology has made access to the abyss using 
autonomous underwater vehicles (AUVs), ROVs, and other submersibles a 
reality. Between 1989 and 1991 Seahawk scientifically recorded the world’s first 
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deep-sea wreck in 400 meters of water off the Tortugas Islands in Florida. 
Exclusively using a ROV fitted with a newly invented filtration system that ena-
bled sediment to be sieved as on land, a limpet suction pad designed to lift deli-
cate artifacts (now imitated as an industry standard), and including the invention 
of an electronic grid for contextual recording deposits in situ, 16,480 finds from 
gold bars to olive jars, seeds, and rat bones were plotted (Kingsley 2003).

The founders of Seahawk subsequently went on to establish Odyssey Marine 
Exploration, the world’s most successful yet controversial deep-sea shipwreck 
exploration company. With a transparent commercial model rooted on the 
sale of mass-produced coins or ceramic wares (“trade goods”) – but not 
unique “cultural goods” – to finance the science and satisfy shareholders, in 
2005 Odyssey recovered 51,404 gold and largely silver coins (estimated value 
$75 million) and a further 14,414 artifacts from the wreck of the steamer 
Republic lost in 1865 in 500 meters of water, 150 kilometers off southeastern 
America. The site also yielded 8,429 glass and stoneware bottles, the largest 
such collection from any early modern wreck, and an intriguing array of Welsh 
writing slates, English ironstone china, and religious figurines manufactured 
in Limoges, France (Cunningham Dobson and Gerth 2010).

Odyssey’s robust commercial model has enabled the company to use its 
cutting-edge 7.3-ton ROV Zeus to partly excavate in 821 meters what is 
believed to be the wreck of the English warship HMS Sussex lost in the Straits 
of Gibraltar in 1694 – the first deep-sea excavation in the Mediterranean Sea 
(Cunningham Dobson et al. 2009). In the English Channel in 2008 Odyssey 
discovered the long-sought wreck of Admiral Sir John Balchin’s first-rate, 
100-gun HMS Victory, the predecessor to Nelson’s warship, with its unique 
all-bronze cannon. In total, the Atlas Shipwreck Survey Project of the English 
Channel and Western Approaches recorded 267 wrecks across 4,725 square 
nautical miles of seabed outside territorial waters dating between the 
 mid-seventeenth century and the modern day (Kingsley 2010).

Perhaps the most important scientific result of the Odyssey’s survey in the 
English Channel and Western Approaches was the unanticipated realization 
that 43 percent of sites displayed extensive damage from the offshore fishing 
industry. When scallop dredgers or trawlers work sea bottoms, their equip-
ment plows through sediments to drive fish into nets. Ecological campaign-
ers have denounced these craft as “bulldozers of the deep” owing to their 
highly destructive nature and equate the damage caused to marine environ-
ments to the clearcutting of rain forests on land. Odyssey’s commercial 
model applied to the Channel survey has resulted in key scientific data from 
wrecks of international importance at high risk being saved without any arti-
facts being sold.

Regrettably, maritime archaeology currently stands where marine ecology 
existed prior to 1970, when the International Council for the Exploration of 
the Sea initiated a worldwide inquest into the threats and impacts of deep-sea 
fishing on marine habitats. The damage prevalent across the English Channel 
region is sadly the rule rather than the exception in the deep. In the Mediterranean 
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Sea intensive trawling furrows have been identified in depths of over 500 meters 
off Malta, the Gulf of Naples, Egypt, and in the Black Sea (Ballard 2008:136). 
Cannon are frequently caught in fishermen’s nets in the North Sea and quietly 
sold, while a flattened and dragged mid-nineteenth-century merchant vessel 
with a smashed cargo of English china has been recorded in 370 meters off 
Jacksonville in the Atlantic Ocean (Tolson 2010).

How to locate, record, and protect deep-sea wrecks threatened by trawling, 
gravel dredging, and the laying of pipelines is a belated area of acute concern. 
So far, just a few sites offer hope for the future. At 1,200 kilometers long, the 
$0.5 billion Ormen Lange pipeline is the world’s longest subsea example. 
Built between Ormen Lange in Norway and Easington in eastern England, 
the operation has enabled 20 billion cubic meters of gas to be produced annu-
ally, which caters for 20 percent of the United Kingdom’s annual energy 
requirements.

In 2003, an early nineteenth-century shipwreck was discovered in 170 
meters of water along the route of the pipeline off northwest Norway. The 
ship’s wooden structure was covered with glass bottles, stoneware plates, 
iron cannon, and the ship’s bell across an area of 700 by 200 meters. Because 
the Norwegian Cultural Heritage Act requires detailed surveys to be con-
ducted before industrial projects begin, in 2004 the Norwegian Directorate 
for Cultural Heritage demanded that the developers initiate sub-bottom 
profiler operations, the cutting of trial pits to establish the distribution of 
the wreck’s archaeology, and finally the excavation of the southern part of 
the wreck.

The fieldwork was directed by the Norwegian University of Science and 
Technology using a 2-ton ROV supported by a 10 by 10 meter steel ROV 
docking platform to prevent damage to the site and to create a level area to 
produce a spatially correct photomosaic. The total costs of the archaeological 
survey of eight wrecks along the pipeline, and of this limited wreck excava-
tion, was 120 million Norwegian krone ($20.7 million), a substantial invest-
ment by the developer, Hydro. However, the site’s discovery was facilitated by 
the wreck’s location only 700 meters outside the harbor town of Bud (Bryn 
et al. 2007:9, 39, 100, 121, 133, 165).

Norway receives about 70 percent of its total export income from maritime 
activities along its 88,000-kilometer-long coastline and thus has evolved an 
exemplary model for protecting offshore maritime heritage dating back 
100,000 years. The Ministry of Environment and its advisory body, the 
Directorate for Cultural Heritage, has extended its protection to around 3,000 
sites in all its waters and acknowledges that “The main threats to sites outside 
the territorial waters of Norway are today considered to be industrial activities – 
fisheries, especially trawling, dredging and the exploitation of oil and gas” 
(Kvalo and Marstrander 2006:217–218). Uniquely, Norway’s Petroleum Act 
demands that industry take all possible  precautions to avoid underwater cul-
tural heritage. Failure is punishable by a fine and imprisonment for up to three 
months or two years in extreme circumstances.
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The prediction that shipwrecks are severely at risk from gas pipelines is 
again reflected by the €7.4 billion ($10.5 billion) Nord Stream project, which 
runs through the Economic Exclusive Zones of Russia, Finland, Sweden, 
Denmark, and Germany to supply more than 25 million households with 
55 billion cubic meters of gas each year. Where the pipeline rises toward land 
in the Bay of Greifswald, Germany, in 2009 the Mecklenburg-Western 
Pomerania Office for Culture and Care of Monuments salvaged one of 
20 ships, each about 15 meters long and ballasted and deliberately sunk in 
1715 by the Swedish navy to create a 980-meter defensive “booby trap” 
against the Danes. Concern exists that the Russo-German gas pipeline, half 
owned by Gazprom, is also scheduled to run past the Swedish island of 
Gotland, where about 100 wrecks are known but where historical sources 
indicate that 2,500 ships have sunk in the past 250 years.

Identical oil and gas accessibility issues affect the United States, where 
almost 25 percent of the natural gas produced domestically comes from the 
Outer Continental Shelf. The Minerals Management Service (MMS) has a 
legislative mandate to avoid harming significant archaeological resources, and 
the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 recognizes that the nation is 
“founded upon and reflected in its historic heritage.”

The 1995 Deepwater Royalty Relief Act offers an incentive for US industry 
to exploit untapped reserves by offering an exemption of royalty payments for 
any wells drilled in water depths greater than 200 meters (Irion et al. 
2008:76–77). Advances in survey technology, as well as improvements in 
deepwater drilling machinery, have made the extraction of minerals from deep 
waters increasingly productive. In 2003 a new world water-depth record was 
set for drilling a well in 3,051 meters.

The database of sites catalogued in the Gulf of Mexico to quantify the 
resource in relation to the offshore oil and gas industry consists of 6,223 
wrecks and maritime objects, but excludes over 7,000 unidentified fisher-
men’s snags and anomalies (Pearson and James 2002:86). Over a dozen his-
toric shipwrecks and 18 casualties of World War II have been discovered 
through oil industry sonar surveys in water depths up to 1,981 meters.

The sole wooden wreck to be examined in any detail in the Gulf of Mexico 
is a site discovered in 2002 at a depth of 1,220 meters, 55 kilometers off 
the coast of Louisiana. The armed merchantman was identified by the 
Okeanos Gas Gathering Company (OGGC) along the proposed route of 
the 725-kilometer-long, $1 billion Mardi Gras Transmission System, the 
largest capacity deepwater pipeline system ever built. The site was partly 
recorded by Texas A&M University in 2007 using OGGC funding. The 
team used a combination of a small ROV for recording, plus a strange 
LART (large artifact retrieval tool) resembling a grab bucket more typically 
used in marine salvage. The less than one month’s sampling program on 
the Mardi Gras Shipwreck cost $4.8 million. These cases offer potent exam-
ples of how commercial offshore industry and marine archaeology can and 
must make good bedfellows.
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Conclusion

The field of maritime archaeology embraces a cornucopia of interest groups 
from coastal development to tourism, education, entertainment, and the 
purely academic. Maritime heritage can be defined as a growth industry. The 
population of the Earth currently stands at 6.8 billion and is expected to spiral 
to 9.15 billion in 2050. Coastal zones will remain coveted real estate for 
 developers, which will continue to expose at an accelerated rate ships’ grave-
yards, lost ports, and ancient settlements engulfed by tidal waves, volcanic 
activity, and sea-level rise.

Out of sight and out of mind, offshore heritage is emphatically at risk from 
future impacts. The US Energy Information Administration projects that the 
United States will need about 35–40 percent more natural gas and about 
45 percent more oil by 2025. The Minerals Management Service estimates 
that a bumper crop of up to 55 trillion cubic feet of natural gas is available in 
the deeper stratigraphic horizons of the continental shelf of the Gulf. Laying 
and repairing pipelines is major business: production off America in depths 
exceeding 300 meters increased by over 500 percent between 1995 and 2002, 
generating average annual revenues of $4–5 billion. The same concern holds 
true for the gravel-dredging industry and deep-sea fishing, which has already 
caused infinite damage worldwide.

With the mushrooming in telecommunications, the Internet, and cable TV, 
optical fiber has become part of everyday life. In 2009, Seacom’s $2.4 billion, 
17,000-kilometer development to bring broadband to millions of people in 
southern and eastern Africa went online with no known pre-development 
underwater cultural heritage assessment or mitigation. Meanwhile, the 
European Union’s pledge to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 30 percent 
by 2020 demands that offshore wind production through farms increases 
from 500~MW in 2009 to at least 1,700~MW in 2015.

Almost none of these forms of industry – all crucial to the wellbeing of 
humanity – currently incorporate formally enforced offshore heritage 
 policies. At worst, pipe and cable lines, dredgers, and trawlers slice through 
wrecks and prehistoric camps indiscriminately and without legal repercus-
sions. At best, projects like the Ormen Lange gas pipeline have invested 
responsibly to protect maritime heritage. In the future, a parallel enforced 
taxation system to the Aggregates Levy Sustainability Fund off England 
and the Minerals Management Service in the Gulf of Mexico must serve as 
the standard model for financing the study and protection of these currently 
unmonitored industries.

In the current climate, the protection of underwater cultural heritage has 
explicitly shifted toward environmentalism. After decades of marine exploita-
tion of reefs, dolphins, and consumable fish species, society has overreacted in 
shame in a rapid attempt to be seen to safeguard marine habitats – desperate 
damage limitation. Being reactive is inefficient and often ineffective.
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Underwater “ecomuseums” are beacons of highly pragmatic positivity to 
arise from the drift toward environmentalism. However, the concept works 
well for stabilized sites or relatively robust modern iron wrecks, but is utterly 
inappropriate for ancient or fragile wooden wrecks with dense artifact assem-
blages. In this sense, underwater parks serve more as sources of commercial 
recreation and education than as the answer to in situ preservation. The con-
cept, of course, also does not transfer well to the icy waters of Europe, a void 
that has been creatively filled by the Nautical Archaeology Society’s “Adopt-
a-wreck” scheme, which was designed to develop a sense of ownership and 
stewardship for the United Kingdom’s coastal and underwater cultural 
 heritage. Over 100 sites have been adopted by dive clubs to date.

A final point must directly confront the dirtiest word in maritime heritage – 
profit. Marine archaeologists continue to live off scraps of handouts from big 
business, itself unashamedly structured to make money and satisfy sharehold-
ers. From the oil magnates who drive offshore gas and oil development to 
museum exhibitions sponsored by major companies and the tour operators 
who charge eager divers to plunge onto protected historic wrecks, commerce 
must be recognized as of major significance and indeed benefit to the health 
of maritime archaeology in the future. As the wrecks of HMS Sussex and the 
São Jose have demonstrated (Cunningham Dobson et al. 2009; Mirabal 2006), 
commercial companies can record site contexts to the highest standards. 
The image that profit devalues cultural heritage is hypocritical.

In ICOMOS’s Underwater Cultural Heritage at Risk (2006:3), Rick Stanley, 
the President of Ocean Quest Inc. Canada, questioned whether financial gain 
should be permitted from encouraging respect of the ocean. His reply was a 
resounding positive: “Of course! Even non-profit organisations survive on dona-
tions from other people’s earnings and revenues, which are generated by profit. 
The other ‘P’s depend on the support of the Profit, as it depends on them. 
Without it, Passion dwindles, the Product loses value, Protection & Preservation 
suffer, and Promotion becomes pointless. No Profit, end of Dream!”

Maritime archaeology remains perhaps the last bastion of science to still 
 consider profit immoral. In the future, without appropriate commercial yet 
culturally sensitive marriages shipwrecks will continue to be the victims. With 
costs of mobilizing operations in the deep seas using research ships and ROVs 
typically running between $30,000 and $60,000 per day just to get scientists 
into the field (Irion et al. 2008:80), realism simply must replace ideology. The 
compromise for the future needs to find a sustainable balance between industry 
and archaeology through a suite of holistic solutions. In this brave new world, 
the next generation of maritime archaeologists will be better served by study-
ing and specializing in cross-over disciplines, such as archaeology and journal-
ism, film studies, public relations, and even telepresence – how to fly an ROV.

The age of envisioning the underwater world as a battleground between 
treasure hunters and heritage heroes is in the past. There is no doubt that 
a minority of high-profile shipwrecks have in the last 50 years been asset 
stripped by companies with no archaeological pedigree and a base desire to 
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merely profit at the expense of knowledge. Equally the likes of UNESCO 
stood still and did nothing politically or logistically to prevent the pillage, 
merely acknowledging that of 400 Greek and Roman shipwrecks found off 
France from 1967 to 1987, all but three had been looted before the authori-
ties reached them. Even today, not one of UNESCO’s 689 cultural world 
heritage sites is a shipwreck; it could be argued that the organization has no 
track record in understanding and protecting underwater cultural heritage.

Instead of insisting on subjectively defining maritime archaeology in terms 
of a battle between the forces of good and evil, hinged around those who 
embrace CPUCH and the merits of in situ preservation, we would benefit 
from adopting the concept of sustainability from environmentalism as the 
prime motivator for protection. Instead of forcing sites into a preconceived 
set of rules, perhaps we will better respect the past by asking if it is more 
sustainable short and long term to recover artifacts, bury and monitor hulls, 
or in some cases sell a percentage of mass-produced “trade goods” to cover 
the costs of science. In this way the philosophy would shift from one of 
political power games to the overriding ultimate goal: is knowledge being 
acceptably obtained, recorded, and shared to improve our understanding of 
humanity?

References

Alves, Francisco
2007 Underwater Cultural Heritage Management and Ship Archaeology – the 

Portuguese Experience. In Managing the Marine Cultural Heritage: Defining, 
Accessing and Managing the Resource. Julie Satchell and Paola Palma, eds. 
Pp. 41–47. Oxford: CBA Research Report 153.

Auer, Jens, and Firth, Antony
2007 The “Gresham Ship”: an Interim Report on a 16th-century Wreck 

from Princes Channel, Thames Estuary. Post-Medieval Archaeology 
41:222–241.

Ballard, Robert
2008 Searching for Ancient Shipwrecks in the Deep Sea. In Archaeological 

Oceanography. Robert D. Ballard, ed. Pp. 132–147. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press.

Bruni, Stefano, ed.
2000 Le navi antiche di Pisa. Florence: Edizioni Polistampa.

Bryn, Peter, Marek E. Jasinski, and Fredrik Soreide
2007 Ormen Lange. Pipelines and Shipwrecks. Oslo: Universitetsforlaget.

Clark, Pete, ed.
2004 The Dover Bronze Age Boat. London: English Heritage.

Cunningham Dobson, Neil, and Gerth, Ellen
2010 The Shipwreck of the SS Republic (1865). Experimental Deep-Sea 

Archaeology. Part 2: Cargo. In Oceans Odyssey. Deep-Sea Shipwrecks in the 
English Channel, Straits of Gibraltar & Atlantic Ocean. Greg Stemm and Sean 
Kingsley, eds. Pp. 25–68. Oxford: Oxbow Books.

King_c12.indd   240King_c12.indd   240 2/4/2011   7:24:24 PM2/4/2011   7:24:24 PM



CHALLENGES OF MARITIME ARCHAEOLOGY  241

Cunningham Dobson, Neil, Hawk Tolson, Anthony Martin, Brian Lavery, Richard 
Bates, Fernando Tempera, and Jacqui Pearce

2009 The HMS Sussex Shipwreck Project (Site E-82): Preliminary Report. 
In Oceans Odyssey. Deep-Sea Shipwrecks in the English Channel, Straits of 
Gibraltar & Atlantic Ocean. Greg Stemm and Sean Kingsley, ed. Pp. 159–190. 
Oxford: Oxbow Books.

Dobbs, Christopher
2007 Visitors, Funding, and Museums – Reflections on the Mary Rose Experience. 

In Managing the Marine Cultural Heritage: Defining, Accessing and Managing 
the Resource. Julie Satchell and Paola Palma, eds. Pp. 69–77. Oxford: CBA 
Research Report 153.

Dromgoole, Sarah, ed.
2006 The Protection of the Underwater Cultural Heritage. National Perspectives 

in Light of the UNESCO Convention 2001. Leiden: Brill.
Faught, Michael K.

2002 Geophysical Remote Sensing and Underwater Cultural Resource Management 
of Submerged Prehistoric Sites in Apalachee Bay: A Deepwater Example, Site 
Predictive Models, and Site Discoveries. In Proceedings: Twenty-first Annual 
Gulf of Mexico Information Transfer Meeting, January. Pp. 115–129.

Firth, Antony
2006 Marine Aggregates and Prehistory. In Underwater Cultural Heritage 

at Risk: Managing Natural and Human Impacts. Robert Grenier, David Nutley, 
and Ian Cochran, eds. Pp. 8–10. Paris: ICOMOS.

Green, Jeremy
2004 Maritime Archaeology. A Technical Handbook. London: Elsevier Academic 

Press.
Irion, Jack B., Dave Ball, and Christopher E. Horrell

2008 The US Government’s Role in Deepwater Archaeology: The Deep Gulf 
Wrecks Project. International Journal of Historical Archaeology 12:75–81.

Kelleher, Connie
2007 Quantification of the Underwater Archaeological Resource in Ireland as 

a Means to its Management and Protection. In Managing the Marine Cultural 
Heritage: Defining, Accessing and Managing the Resource. Julie Satchell 
and Paola Palma, eds. Pp. 5–16. Oxford: CBA Research Report 153.

Kingsley, Sean
2003 Odyssey Marine Exploration and Deep-Sea Shipwreck Archaeology: 

The State of the Art. Minerva 14.3:33–37.
2004 Shipwreck Archaeology of the Holy Land. Processes and Parameters. 

London: Duckworth.
2008 Killer Tsunamis in Constantinople: 8,000 Years of Istanbul. Minerva 

191:42–44.
2010 Deep-Sea Fishing Impacts on the Shipwrecks of the English Channel and 

Western Approaches. In Oceans Odyssey. Deep-Sea Shipwrecks in the English 
Channel, Straits of Gibraltar & Atlantic Ocean. Greg Stemm and Sean Kingsley, 
eds. Pp. 191–234. Oxford: Oxbow Books.

Kocabas, Ufuk, ed.
2008 The Old Ships of the New Gate. Istanbul: Ege Yayinlari.

King_c12.indd   241King_c12.indd   241 2/4/2011   7:24:24 PM2/4/2011   7:24:24 PM



242  SEAN KINGSLEY

Kvalo, Frode, and Lyder Marstrander
2006 Norway. In The Protection of the Underwater Cultural Heritage. National 

Perspectives in Light of the UNESCO Convention 2001. Sarah Dromgoole, ed. 
Pp. 217–228. Leiden: Brill.

La Roche, D.
2003 A Review of Cultural Resource Management Experiences in Presenting 

Canada’s Submerged Heritage. In Submerged Cultural Resource Management: 
Preserving and Interpreting our Sunken Maritime Heritage. James D. Spirek 
and Della A. Scott-Ireton, eds. Pp. 29–44. New York: The Plenum Series in 
Underwater Archaeology.

Leshikar-Denton, Margaret E., and Della A. Scott-Ireton
2008 The Cayman Islands’ Experience: Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow. 

In Underwater and Maritime Archaeology in Latin America and the Caribbean. 
Margaret E. Leshikar-Denton and Pilar Luna Erreguerena, eds. Pp. 221–257. 
Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press.

Manders, M. R.
2006 The In Situ Protection of a Dutch Colonial Vessel in Sri Lankan Waters. 

In Underwater Cultural Heritage at Risk: Managing Natural and Human 
Impacts. Robert Grenier, David Nutley, and Ian Cochran, eds. Pp. 58–60. Paris: 
ICOMOS.

Mirabal, Alejandro
2006 Intermediate Report on Underwater Archaeological Excavations off the 

Island of Mozambique and Mogincual, from April to November 2005. South 
Africa: Arqueonautas.

Nutley, David
2006 Underwater Archaeology. In Maritime Archaeology: Australian Approaches. 

Mark Staniforth and M. Nash, eds. Pp. 83–96. New York: Springer Series in 
Underwater Archaeology.

Oxley, Ian
2007 Making the Submerged Historic Environment Accessible – Beyond the 

National Heritage Act (2002). In Managing the Marine Cultural Heritage: 
Defining, Accessing and Managing the Resource. Julie Satchell and Paola Palma, 
eds. Pp. 87–95. Oxford: CBA Research Report 153.

Pearson, Charles E., and Stephen R. James
2002 Refining and Revising the Gulf of Mexico Outer Continental Shelf Region 

High Probability Model for Historic Shipwrecks. In Proceedings: Twenty-first 
Annual Gulf of Mexico Information Transfer Meeting, January. Pp. 83–99.

Pferdehirt, Barbara
1995 Das Museum für Antike Schiffahrt. Mainz: Verlag des Römisch-

Germanischen Zentralmuseums.
Schlanger, Nathan

2006 Preventive Archaeology in France: Saving the Past for the Future. Minerva 
17.5:25–29.

Scott-Ireton, D. A.
2003 Florida’s Underwater Archaeological Preserves. In Submerged Cultural 

Resource Management: Preserving and Interpreting our Sunken Maritime 
Heritage. James D. Spirek and Della A. Scott-Ireton, eds. Pp. 95–105. New York: 
The Plenum Series in Underwater Archaeology.

King_c12.indd   242King_c12.indd   242 2/4/2011   7:24:24 PM2/4/2011   7:24:24 PM



CHALLENGES OF MARITIME ARCHAEOLOGY  243

Sedge, Michael H.
2002 The Lost Ships of Pisa. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Smith, T.
2003 Shipwreck Trails: Public Ownership of a Unique Resource? An Australian 

Perspective. In Submerged Cultural Resource Management: Preserving and 
Interpreting our Sunken Maritime Heritage. James D. Spirek and Della A. 
Scott-Ireton, eds. Pp. 121–133. New York: The Plenum Series in Underwater 
Archaeology.

Staniforth, Mark
2006 In Situ Site Stabilization: The William Salthouse Case Study. In Underwater 

Cultural Heritage at Risk: Managing Natural and Human Impacts. Robert 
Grenier, David Nutley, and Ian Cochran, eds. Pp. 52–54. Paris: ICOMOS.

2007 Australian Approaches to Defining and Quantifying Underwater Cultural 
Heritage: Learning from our Mistakes. In Managing the Marine Cultural 
Heritage: Defining, Accessing and Managing the Resource. Julie Satchell and 
Paola Palma, eds. Pp. 25–29. Oxford: CBA Research Report 153.

Stanley, Rick
2006 It’s All About the ‘P’s! In Underwater Cultural Heritage at Risk: Managing 

Natural and Human Impacts. Robert Grenier, David Nutley, and Ian Cochran, 
eds. Pp. 2–4. Paris: ICOMOS.

Tolson, Hawk
2010 The Jacksonville “Blue China” Shipwreck & the Myth of Deep-Sea 

Preservation. In Oceans Odyssey. Deep-Sea Shipwrecks in the English Channel, 
Straits of Gibraltar & Atlantic Ocean. Greg Stemm and Sean Kingsley, eds. 
Pp. 145–58. Oxford: Oxbow Books.

Vrana, K. J., and G. A. V. Stoep
2003 The Maritime Cultural Landscape of the Thunder Bay National Marine 

Sanctuary and Underwater Preserve. In Submerged Cultural Resource 
Management: Preserving and Interpreting our Sunken Maritime Heritage. 
James D. Spirek and Della A. Scott-Ireton, eds. Pp. 17–28. New York: The 
Plenum Series in Underwater Archaeology.

Werz, B. E. J. S.
2003 Cape of Storms or Cape of Good Hope? The Development of Maritime 

Archaeological Research in South Africa and Prospects for the Future. In Maritime 
Heritage. C. A. Brebbia and T. Gambin, eds. Pp. 75–85. Southampton: WIT Press.

White, Colin
1994 Too Many Preserved Ships Threaten the Heritage. In The Archaeology of 

the Ships of War. Mensun Bound, ed. Pp. 179–183. Oswestry, Shropshire: 
International Maritime Archaeology Series, vol. I.

Recommendations for Further Reading

Grenier, Robert, David Nutley, and Ian Cochran, eds.
2006 Underwater Cultural Heritage at Risk: Managing Natural and Human 

Impacts. Paris: ICOMOS.
Ruppé, Carol V., and Janet F. Barstad, eds.

2002 International Handbook of Underwater Archaeology. New York: The 
Plenum Series in Underwater Archaeology.

King_c12.indd   243King_c12.indd   243 2/4/2011   7:24:24 PM2/4/2011   7:24:24 PM



244  SEAN KINGSLEY

Satchell, Julie, and Paola Palma, eds.
2007 Managing the Marine Cultural Heritage: Defining, Accessing and Managing 

the Resource. Oxford: CBA Research Report 153.
Spirek, James D., and Della A. Scott-Ireton, eds.

2003 Submerged Cultural Resource Management: Preserving and Interpreting 
our Sunken Maritime Heritage. New York: The Plenum Series in Underwater 
Archaeology.

Stemm, Greg, and Sean Kingsley, eds.
2010 Oceans Odyssey. Deep-Sea Shipwrecks in the English Channel, Straits of 

Gibraltar & Atlantic Ocean. Oxford: Oxbow Books.

King_c12.indd   244King_c12.indd   244 2/4/2011   7:24:24 PM2/4/2011   7:24:24 PM



A Companion to Cultural Resource Management, First Edition. Edited by Thomas F. King.
© 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd. Published 2011 by Blackwell Publishing Ltd.

Historic Watercraft: 
Keeping Them 
Afloat

Susan B. M. Langley

Introduction

It’s a rare seaport that doesn’t boast at least one historic vessel. Sometimes it 
is a single entity, sometimes a collection of vessels, usually in association with 
a museum or foundation. This is not limited to seacoasts but is also true of 
port towns and villages on rivers and lakes. In many places there is a float-
it-and-they-will-come belief in ships as “crowd-pullers and so every entrepre-
neur, seeking to tack some heritage onto his latest waterfront development so 
as to please the planners, is anxious to acquire one” (White 1995:179). It goes 
deeper than this, of course; anyone watching online auction sites or performing 
literature searches will soon see that for every object, there is someone who 
collects it; this is equally true of ships, boats, and small craft. The vessels are as 
diverse as the people who cherish them and as varied as their reasons for so 
doing. The first part of this discussion will consider the vessels and their 
 supporters; the second part addresses means to manage, conserve, and protect 
these resources and will provide case studies as examples.

The Resource and the Public

To limit a potentially enormous field, the scope of this discussion focuses on 
historic vessels still afloat, with occasional consideration of those in dry dock, 
under cover, or otherwise protected. Admittedly this introduces a bias toward 
moderate to large vessels and a bias against consideration of small, vernacular 

CHAPTER 13
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watercraft since the latter are not usually left afloat and can often be stored 
indoors. This is not to diminish the very real conservation and management 
issues faced when addressing small craft but these are quite different from the 
challenges engendered by outdoor environmental stresses (weathering, storms, 
and pollutants) and adverse human attention (theft, vandalism, and vagrancy) 
on a larger scale than generally concerns land-based facilities.

What makes a vessel historic? The short answer to the majority of the public 
is that it has to be “old.” This seeming statement of the obvious is of course 
much more complex. Some vessels are historic while they are still under 
 construction, for being the first (HMS Warrior – the first iron-hulled, armor-
plated warship of the British Royal Navy) or last (USS Constellation – the last 
all-sail-powered US Navy ship) of a type to be built. This highlights another 
facet of being historic: that of being important, memorable, or significant for 
a reason beyond having simply survived past the era of its general use. In many 
cases vessels have become important or significant through association. 
HMS Victory is inseparably associated with Admiral Horatio Nelson’s death 
and victory at the Battle of Trafalgar; it remains a commissioned Naval vessel 
and flagship of the Second Sea Lord. Its continuing role in the Royal Navy is 
due solely to its historic associations. Had the battle been lost or had some 
lesser son than Nelson been in command, it is arguable whether or not the 
vessel would have been preserved. The USS Constitution remains a US Navy 
commissioned vessel for a different sort of association. The Continental 
Congress funded the construction of six frigates during the American Revolution 
and Constitution is the sole survivor. Constitution thus fits the “first,” 
“last remaining,” and “age” qualifications for being historic, but the association 
that contributes most strongly to its survival is, like Trafalgar, a victory in war. 
Although it was a very successful vessel in general, the specific victory over the 
HMS Guerriere – when some cannonballs bounced off the thick hull, earning 
the vessel the soubriquet of “Old Ironsides” – endeared the ship to the populace, 
garnering support for its preservation.

While the ships discussed above became venerated through specific associa-
tions, others became iconic as representatives of types of vessels, of the types of 
activities they performed, or of technological eras, and each has its proponents 
in the visiting public. “In any pre-industrial society, from the upper palaeolithic 
to the nineteenth century A.D., a boat or (later) a ship was the largest and most 
complex machine produced” (Muckelroy, 1978:1). Ships remain objects of 
 fascination for myriad reasons.

There are people who “collect” visits thematically, for example, to types of 
vessels (e.g., submarines, aircraft carriers, steamboats) just as others visit light-
houses or gardens. There is often a relatively direct or personal connection; the 
visitor – or increasingly someone in a previous generation – served or worked 
on the specific ship or one of the same type. This is most common on military 
or merchant marine ships but does not preclude vessels like ocean liners, 
 tugboats, and ferries. In some situations public interest involves descendant 
activities; seeing how cargo carriers or fishing vessels operated “back then” 
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compared to the present by those with personal or familial ties to the relevant 
business activity. Modes of propulsion are interpreted frequently in an almost 
evolutionary manner, moving from oars to sail to steam to gas/diesel to 
nuclear, and there is a segment of the public that collects site visits based on 
an interest in a specific method of powering the vessel.

Other segments of the public interested in changes in ship design through 
time are those involved in, or fans of, sail racing who study changes in hull and 
keel designs, and scholars researching relationships between vessel design and 
larger socio-economic patterns. A final category of public interest, possibly 
the largest, comprises general history enthusiasts. Many of these people are 
extremely well informed and well read, some are romantics, and some are 
converts from the current bombardment of history- and archaeology-centered 
television programming; some of it excellent and some barely pseudo- 
scholarship. All these various segments of the public sector have different 
 perceptions of historic importance and roles to play in management and 
 preservation  planning for historic ships.

The resource may be summed up as floating vessels or those capable of 
floating that have historic importance. Importance, or significance, is bestowed 
largely by those who advocate a vessel’s preservation and is based on a variety 
of attributes, factors, and values such as age, associations with specific events 
or people, and/or representation of a category or categories of vessel; as broad 
as an entire type of vessel, such as a Liberty Ship, or limited to a specific 
 technological element, such as a type of engine, or a common designer or 
builder. Other factors considered may be whether a ship was the first or last of 
its kind, the best example of its design or type, or the last remaining example 
of its kind. Based on these factors vessels may be significant at the national or 
international level, such as the venerable and venerated Constitution or Victory 
or the luxury ocean liner Queen Mary. They may have regional significance 
like the icons of the Chesapeake Bay, the vernacular watercraft classes of 
 oystering boats known as bugeyes and skipjacks. Vessels with local significance 
are usually those like tugs or ferries which have a more limited sphere of 
operation. There are also geopolitical aspects of significance that may be raised 
when funds are sought to restore a vessel of fairly local or regional interest, or 
in  contentious situations, or when the vessel is in imminent danger of loss. In 
such cases it may be stressed that this was the last boat built by a specific yard, 
or east of the Mississippi, or in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, 
reflecting a search for the historic tipping point that will rationalize or justify 
the cost and effort necessary to save the vessel.

The perception of significance is also influenced by the number, nature, and 
composition of the people and groups championing a vessel’s preservation. 
Reasons for wanting to preserve a vessel include those previously noted 
(age, scarcity, etc.) but there is also the nostalgia factor: “embracing imagined 
pasts never experienced by their devotees or perhaps by anyone” (Lowenthal, 
1985:xix), and “patriotic zeal or private pique” (op. cit.:xxiii). Of course there 
are those who have direct experience, such as veterans, but this is increasingly 
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rare as fewer vessels are being designated historic and being “collected.” This 
will be addressed below in conjunction with managing historic ships. Most 
personal ties are on a broader, familial/descendant level or involve collective 
community, organizational, or regional attachments or bonds. In addition 
there are scholars who look at historic vessels as research tools or stores of 
information yet to be mined fully. Finally, there is a growing sector that is 
more nebulous to define: those who regard history as a recreational pastime. 
Tourists, Romantics, Nostalgics, and “History Junkies” are a few of the labels 
that might apply to members of this group. These are people who would 
 support the preservation of an historic ship as they might an old house or 
park; as a good thing to do and a nice place to go. They have a more casual 
relationship to the resource and would rate it a quality of life amenity without 
any specific personal tie to the ship or its community and without consideration 
of a particular level of significance.

Having considered historic vessels in general terms, a more specific view is 
warranted. Several efforts to document and to gather information about  historic 
vessels date from the 1980s (ICMM 1981; Brouwer 1985; White Elephant 
1985), as does the US Abandoned Shipwreck Act of 1987 (PL 100-298; 43 
USC 2101-2106), which removed historically significant vessels from the juris-
diction of Admiralty law where they were governed by the same laws that 
directed modern salvage. That decade seems to have witnessed a reawakening 
of interest in history, echoed in David Lowenthal’s remark, “the landscape of 
the 1980s seems saturated with ‘creeping heritage’ ” (1985:xv), or Colin White’s 
critique of the “cult of Heritage: that romantic and emotional worship of the 
past” (White 1995:181). The 1980s also ushered in the development and 
unparalleled growth of heritage tourism, eco-tourism, and adventure tourism 
(Vivanco and Gordon 2006). Historic vessels are archetypes of adventure.

This begs the question: How many floating historic vessels are there?
The International Congress of Maritime Museums (ICMM) produced a reg-

ister in 1981, intended to be a baseline to build upon. The contents are the 
contributions of members and were submitted on a voluntary basis, so it is far 
from being a global representation. The criteria for inclusion, which were not 
strictly observed, included an age of at least 50 years, a weight of 20 gross tons 
or a length of 50 feet, and preservation had to be “in the hands of a responsible 
museum or preservation agency” so there would be little doubt about its con-
tinued survival (ICMM 1981:1). The register included a total of 202 vessels 
from 18 countries. Some of the vessels were or had been sunk, some did not 
meet the size or weight criterion, and only five of the countries are outside of 
Europe. Clearly there are enormous gaps and biases in this record which might 
have been remedied over time except there has not been a subsequent volume, 
although a quarterly newsletter is produced (Johnson 2009: pers. comm.). 
A more comprehensive list was produced by The World Ship Trust. Its first  edition 
contained listings of 700 ships of 40 feet in length or greater (Brouwer 1985), 
the second edition recorded 1,300 ships in 52 countries (Brouwer 1993), and 
the third edition includes 2,000 ships in 72 countries (Brouwer 1999). A useful 
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list for the United States was produced by the National Park Service and posted 
on the Internet as Historic Ships to Visit (USDOI 2009a). It includes 215 vessels 
divided alphabetically into four categories on the basis of their means of propul-
sion (Table 13.1a) and further divisible by their means of display (Table 13.1b). 
The various categories on this web site were last updated between 2003 and 
2005 and so may contain a modicum of inaccurate information with respect to 
vessel locations and conditions. However, all these lists serve to demonstrate 
that there are large numbers of vessels  worldwide that are deemed historic at 
some level and which require management plans for preservation, funding, 
staffing, and interpretation.

Managing the Resource and Stakeholders

. . . we have to be realistic and accept that we are unlikely to change it – and 
 especially not in the current economic climate, when even private money is in 
markedly short supply . . . There are some lean years ahead, and the sooner we 
face up to this grim truth and make our plans accordingly, the better it will be for 
the preservation and interpretation of the maritime heritage of this country.

As much as it sounds like a synopsis of the present situation, this remark was 
made more than 15 years ago by Colin White, with respect to the preservation 
of historic ships in Britain (1995:181). He also noted that of 15 warship pres-
ervation projects under way at the time of his writing this, most were in finan-
cial difficulty of some sort, some of which was due to competition for scarce 
funding resources (op. cit.: 180).

It comes as no surprise that funding, or its lack, lies at the heart of virtually 
all historic ship preservation projects. Not only are increasing numbers of 
 vessels competing for available funds with other types of projects and charities, 

Table 13.1a Breakdown of vessels on Historic Ships to Visit by propulsion

Sailing ships
Sternwheelers 
and sidewheelers Screw steamers Gas/Diesel/Other

68 23 49 75

Table 13.1b Breakdown of vessels by display

Floating: 
operational

Floating: static 
exhibit Dry berthed

Adapted 
for other use**

85* 81 38 11

* Some are operating in their original capacity, others take tours or are used for sail training 
and comparable activities.
** Adaptive uses include restaurants, hotels, visitor information booth, etc.
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but the current economic climate is seeing funds drying up at both ends; 
diminished donations and memberships and reduced upstream funding 
sources such as government grants. Funding agencies are asking and forcing 
proponents of specific projects to consider difficult questions such as: Just 
how significant is this resource? Could large sums of money be better spent on 
several smaller projects than on one large one? Can the project realistically be 
undertaken successfully or has the resource deteriorated to the point where it 
would be a waste of funds? Can an interested public be converted to dedicated 
stakeholders?

In the United States, beginning in the Depression era of the 1930s, the fed-
eral government made an effort to record disappearing historic resources. It 
created the National Register of Historic Places (NR), which is maintained and 
managed by the National Park Service. Established for buildings and some 
engineered structures like bridges, the NR attempted to codify significance by 
developing standardized criteria and guidelines. The ensuing decades saw the 
addition of guidelines for documenting many other classes of structures, such 
as aids to navigation (lighthouses) and aviation, in order to nominate them to 
the NR. Standards for preserving historic vessels were developed in 1990 
(USDOI 1990) and guidelines for nominating historic vessels to the NR 
 followed in 1992 (USDOI 1992).

The intent of the National Register program was to record important 
resources before they were lost to increasing development. Importance was 
evaluated through the application of specific criteria, in order to provide a con-
sistent yardstick to assess significance. Generally, the criteria are those outlined 
previously and endeavor to recognize geographic levels of importance. Fifty 
years is generally understood as the minimum age but exceptions are allowed 
for extenuating circumstances – younger but “exceptionally” significant vessels or 
sites. Most States have adopted the artificial constructs of the NR standards, 
ostensibly for convenience and consistency. Inclusion in the NR conveys little 
empirical benefit and no guarantee of protection or preservation, but it can 
convey an advantage over a non-NR property when funding is sought since it 
demonstrates an additional level of interest in historical preservation. However, 
unlike a legal instrument such as an easement, there are no penalties for not 
preserving a property; it is merely removed from the Register. It is at this level, 
both for the NR and in fundraising in general, where the qualifying descriptors 
mentioned previously proliferate, and the United States is not alone in this. 
White cites several British examples in which duplicate types or run-of-the-mill 
ships have had hair-splitting differences drawn in an effort to justify their pres-
ervation (op. cit.: 180). The United Kingdom established a National Historic 
Ships Committee in 1991, which became National Historic Ships in 2006 and 
which is developed along lines comparable to the American NR program.

The following The following examines a rable effortat this ssel ance, do we? 
cross-section of vessels and projects is based on conversations with those 
involved in the management of historic vessels and considers the wins, draws, 
and losses of preservation.
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Cautionary Tales, Middle Grounds, 
and Happy Endings

From a fiscal perspective, taking in a bedraggled vessel with the hope of resto-
ration is sometimes akin to taking home a stray puppy only to find it’s the 
Hound of the Baskervilles. Many well-intentioned individuals and organiza-
tions have learned this to their chagrin. Not to dwell on the failures since 
there is no dearth of these sad stories, three examples will suffice.

Wawona was a three-masted schooner built in 1897 in California; it carried 
lumber and fished until 1947. The Northwest Seaport group formed in Seattle 
in 1964 and purchased the schooner to restore as a museum ship. The vessel was 
classified as afloat in poor condition in 1985 (ICMM 1981) but, chronically 
short of funds, restoration moved slowly. Repaired sections were left exposed to 
weather until funds became available for subsequent stages. This set the stage for 
damage and rot in the restored portions. Moored off a Seattle park, the ship’s 
condition raised concerns about the city’s liability. The masts were removed as a 
safety precaution in 2006, and when a survey determined it was no longer safe to 
permit the public aboard, the ship was closed and the city urged removal to 
another locus. In 2006, Coastal Heritage Alliance was commissioned to develop 
a business and feasibility study on creating a heritage  shipyard in Seattle to pro-
vide the skills and facility to restore large historic  vessels in the Puget Sound 
region (Vlahovich: pers. comm.). This was completed within the year and 
received approval from both the city and county but adequate funds were not 
forthcoming. Objections were raised to pouring money into the Wawona based 
in part on the “proximity” (albeit some 800 miles away as the crow flies) of the 
fully restored C.A. Thayer at the San Diego Maritime Museum.

Although it was becoming apparent that the situation was not going to 
improve, efforts continued to find funds, if only to demonstrate that money 
previously provided had not been wasted. The funds collected were sufficient 
to be difficult to refuse, but not sufficient to undertake the project properly 
(Vlahovich: pers. comm.). Discussion turned to providing the ship with 
a death-with-dignity and deriving some public good from the loss, but in the 
end the Wawona was dismantled.

Similar funding difficulties befell the SS Nobska, touted as America’s last tall 
stack coastal steamer. It was built in Maine in 1925 and renamed Nantucket by 
1928, but reverted to Nobska in 1956. In 1975 it was taken to Baltimore, 
Maryland for use as a restaurant. A Friends of Nobska group was organized 
before the vessel even left New England and visited the ship in Baltimore to 
keep the engines in working order; the group hoped to acquire the vessel and 
put it to a use that would generate revenue for its upkeep. The vessel changed 
hands, failed as a restaurant, and sat derelict. In 1988, the Friends acquired the 
vessel and took it to New Bedford, Massachusetts, reorganizing as the New 
England Steamship Foundation. By 1996 the vessel had moved into the 
Charlestown Navy Yard dry dock for hull replating; the engine was removed to 
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a vocational school for restoration. There, apparently, restoration efforts ended. 
The Nobska web site states, “To free the Charlestown dock for the ‘Constitution’ 
the NPS scrapped the steamer during June of 2006” (NESF 2006).

The Falls of Clyde, an iron-hulled, four-masted ship, was built in Scotland in 
1878 and served as a merchant vessel for 21 years. Sold in 1899, the ship went 
to Hawai’i and was reflagged American after the islands’ annexation. Re-rigged 
as a barque, it carried passengers and cargo until 1907. For the next 20 years 
the Falls of Clyde was an oil tanker and then a floating oil depot in Alaska where 
it remained until 1959. Towed to Seattle, the vessel was offered for sale to 
a preservation group, then to the San Francisco Maritime Museum, and finally 
to interests in Long Beach, California; all failed. In 1963, the bank holding the 
mortgage determined to sell the ship to be sunk as part of a breakwater off 
British Columbia but at the 11th hour a buyer was found in Hawai’i and the 
ship returned there. Given to the Bernice P. Bishop Museum, the vessel under-
went some restoration and opened to the public in 1968 while plans were 
made to restore it as a ship. It deteriorated so badly that by 2007 it was closed 
to the public. In 2008, amid claims that it had not maintained the vessel appro-
priately (Pala 2008; Hall 2008), the Bishop Museum announced it would 
 scuttle the ship if private funds for an endowment were not forthcoming. 
A Friends of Falls of Clyde group was formed, acquired ownership, and began 
restoration in June 2009 (ICMM 2009). The ship’s fate remains in doubt.

In all the above cases, preservation projects were driven by personal initiative 
and commitment on the part of sincere and well-intentioned groups, which 
typically lacked the business acumen and backing to ensure long-term develop-
ment and funding. They were often desperate responses to dire situations, and 
lacked the detachment of professionalism.

Not all failed projects may be ascribed to a trope of fiscal naïvety, however. 
The Maritime Heritage Grants Program of the US National Park Service was 
designed to be a long-term, dedicated funding source for maritime heritage 
preservation and education. Created by the US National Maritime Heritage 
Act of 1994 (PL 103-451; 16 USC 5401-5404), it would receive a quarter of 
its revenue from scrapped vessels of the National Defense Reserve Fleet. In its 
first year of operation (1998) it provided $652,616 to 39 maritime projects in 
20 States;1 an auspicious start. Unfortunately, many projects pinned their 
hopes and plans on the program’s grants, only to have them dashed. The pro-
gram’s first year was also its last, as concerns about environmental and worker 
safety issues involved in the scrapping process caused delays, then a loss of 
profits and finally the loss of funds for the program (USDOI 2009b). This 
program may be deemed a middle ground in terms of preservation success; it 
achieved a great deal of good while it functioned and had a lot of potential but 
was not sustained.

With private funding unstable, and significant funding sources faltering at 
the federal level, State and local governments, museums, and preservation 
organizations have had to explore more creative partnering approaches. 
A hopeful example, if not a perfect one, involves the cooperative endeavors 

King_c13.indd   252King_c13.indd   252 2/4/2011   7:26:31 PM2/4/2011   7:26:31 PM



HISTORIC WATERCRAFT  253

between 1999 and 2006 to preserve the class of vernacular watercraft known 
as skipjacks in Maryland.

Skipjacks are shallow draft, wooden boats with prominent bows, rigged 
fore and aft with one large sail and a jib on a markedly raked mast. They 
were designed in the late nineteenth century for dredging oysters, with some 
being built into the middle of the twentieth. In 1985, the skipjack was des-
ignated the state boat of Maryland. Of the more than 1,000 skipjacks built, 
35 were known at the time of the designation and only 13 were still working 
as of 2002 (Davis 2002), although others remain in museums and in non-
working contexts. Because of dwindling oyster populations, the vessels must 
dredge under sail most of the time; they can use power only two days per 
week during oyster season (November to April), and their only source of 
power is a small pushboat carried hung from davits across the stern when 
not in use. The skipjacks are the only commercial sailing fleet remaining in 
the United States.

When it was designated the state boat, a concerted effort was made by the 
State to nominate as many skipjacks (and the earlier, two-masted bugeyes) as 
possible to the National Register of Historic Places. As a property owner’s 
permission is necessary, not all vessels were included. As noted previously, 
inclusion on the NR does not guarantee either preservation or funding, 
although it counts favorably in most funding applications. Most funding pro-
grams expressly prohibit private ownership of a property; it must be publicly 
held or in the hands of a registered non-profit organization. An unusual aspect 
of the program developed in Maryland is that it was required that the vessels 
be privately owned and hold active oyster dredging permits from the 
Department of Natural Resources. The point of the program was not merely 
to preserve relic vessels, but to keep the last active commercial sailing fleet 
working in the milieu that made it significant. Two main programs were devel-
oped with a degree of overlap. In 1999, as part of the state’s millennium cel-
ebration, “Maryland 2000,” a Save Our Skipjacks Task Force was established. 
Based on the recommendations of this group, the Skipjack Restoration Project 
was initiated at the Chesapeake Bay Maritime Museum. Funding for this 
endeavor, which included construction of a marine railway on the museum 
campus, came mainly from the State through the Maryland Historical Trust 
and from the museum, but also from the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation, the National Endowment for the Arts, and other private foun-
dations. Private sector businesses also donated goods and services. The 
Maryland Historical Trust was to provide $150,000 per year for three years. 
A Captain’s Committee of four skipjack captains determined the order of 
service based on the neediness of the vessels. Mike Vlahovich, the project 
manager, and the master shipwright and apprentices conducted surveys 
and made recommendations for repairs. The Committee could allot up to 
$50,000 per vessel for the repairs and the vessel’s owner/captain was encour-
aged to participate by contributing some “sweat equity” and by interacting 
with the public since the repairs were done as a living exhibit for the museum. 
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The owner could also provide personal funds to cover additional work, taking 
advantage of the marine railway and labor at hand.

The State was able to contribute two-thirds of its appropriated funding 
funds over four years beginning in 2003, before the economic downturn 
caused the legislature to cut the funds. During this time four major restora-
tions and three upgrades were completed under the auspices of the Skipjack 
Fleet Restoration Project. The Chesapeake Bay Maritime Museum tried to 
sustain the program longer but it ultimately ended; this, however, spurred 
development of the non-profit Coastal Heritage Alliance, which continues to 
work on historic vessels in Maryland (Vlahovich: pers. comm.). To date, seven 
of the 13 eligible vessels have been restored and the eighth is in the planning 
stage. It should be noted that the skipjacks’ owners cannot survive solely by 
dredging and many run other businesses (e.g., touring charters) when not 
engaged in dredging. Since oystering is a winter activity, this works well as a 
warm weather activity.

At the same time, the State created a Skipjack Loan Program to provide 
funds to vessels for minor repairs, to keep them working while they waited 
their turn to be hauled out at the museum. The State set aside $200,000 for 
these loans, which had an upper limit of $35,000 to be repaid over 10 years at 
2 percent interest; the repayment could be amortized over 20 years if neces-
sary. Again, the vessels had to be on or eligible for the NR, have been oyster 
dredging every season since 1999, and be eligible for the Restoration Project 
at the museum. Loan funds could not be used for repair or replacement of 
electronics or the engines in the pushboats, although the pushboats them-
selves did qualify. The State held the ship’s mortgage only until repayment but 
retained a preservation agreement with the owner. This agreement is akin to 
an Easement on an historic building, requiring periodic inspections to ensure 
the vessels are being maintained.

Only three vessels took advantage of the loan program. All were either 
repaid or are in good standing, but in light of its underutilization and the fall-
ing economy, the loan program was ended in 2008. Vessels not commercially 
dredging are eligible for funding through the State’s capital grants program, 
with virtually the same parameters as for the loan program. This includes 
museum vessels and those held by other non-profit organizations.

Maryland’s interweaving of different funding types and partnerships illus-
trates a viable means of addressing historic vessel restoration, but its Achilles’ 
heel is the same as others’ – when the upstream funding dries up, the fallback 
position is the unsupported work of committed individuals and organizations. 
The Skipjack Fleet Restoration Project might have survived if there had been 
some financial feedback from the beneficiaries of the Programs; if some fee 
from dredging or from off-season tourist activities (made possible by the State 
Museum-funded Program) were returned to the coffers. However, this option 
was not even considered; in fact few owners put sweat equity into the Program, 
since it was encouraged but not required, and some would not take advantage 
of the Program because they felt that the required preservation agreement 

King_c13.indd   254King_c13.indd   254 2/4/2011   7:26:31 PM2/4/2011   7:26:31 PM



HISTORIC WATERCRAFT  255

placed them under too much obligation to the State. Should funding become 
available, this model would be worth revisiting, perhaps with modifications to 
make it more self-sustaining.

One key to creating and sustaining successful preservation programs for 
historic vessels lies in keeping them operational. This may be inferred from the 
comment by Colin White:

As every sailor learns within days of joining up, never-ending, repetitious 
maintenance is an essential part of the daily grind, at sea as much as in port. 
Ships . . . need constant daily, detailed attention. But how many of our 
preserved ships actually receive the same amount of attention as they would 
have been given when on active service? The answer, of course, is none of 
them . . . (op. cit.:181)

In other words, the Friends of the Nobska had the right idea in hoping to 
make the vessel operational to cover its own costs; they were simply not able 
to implement the plan in time. Others have been more successful, as in the 
case of the auxiliary schooner Bowdoin. Built in 1921 to the specifications of 
Admiral Donald MacMillan, the vessel served for 26 of his 29 Arctic explora-
tion projects between 1921 and 1954. In 1959 he turned the vessel over to 
Mystic Seaport as a museum boat, where it deteriorated through the 1960s 
until friends of the Admiral and former crew created the Bowdoin Association 
and acquired the vessel, undertook basic restoration, and sailed it first to 
Massachusetts and then to Maine. The vessel was further restored in Camden, 
Maine, and served both as a static exhibit and for sailing charters in the 1970s. 
When new Coast Guard passenger regulations required changes that would 
have altered the vessel’s historic character, the Bowdoin became a sail training 
vessel. It was extensively restored in the 1980s at the Maine Maritime Museum 
and leased to the Outward Bound program. In 1989 it was leased by the 
Maine Maritime Academy, which subsequently bought the Bowdoin and con-
tinues to operate it successfully (Delgado 1989).

Possibly one of the best large-scale examples of historic vessel preservation 
is the San Diego Maritime Museum, which consists of 11 vessels, some his-
toric, some replicas, some owned, some on loan, some the property of a sub-
tenant. Ray Ashley, the President and CEO, attributes the museum’s success 
to a happy convergence of location and environment with sound business 
practices (pers. comm.). He notes that the cold water and dry air help slow 
vessel deterioration but emphasizes that maintenance is the top priority to 
keep as many vessels operating at once as possible. Unlike in a land-based 
museum, maintenance issues that might be permitted to slide a year or two 
when funds are tight cannot be permitted. Ashley points out that San Diego 
is a Navy town, has 26 million visitors a year (more than Honolulu or Las 
Vegas), that the Museum is in a high-visibility location, and that the ambient 
population of about two million people is optimal for generating a solid vol-
unteer core and visitation level.
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The volunteer corps is critical as these people provide 40–45 percent of the 
labor, contributing 90,000 volunteer hours in the upkeep and operation of 
the vessels. Their participation is motivated by the desire and opportunity to 
be involved with operating vessels, what Ashley describes as the difference 
between working with live animals at a zoo and stuffed ones at a natural his-
tory museum; a completely different experience that he calls an “ambiance of 
achievement and purpose” (pers. comm.). He says the social capital this pro-
duces is as valuable as hard cash. The museum’s funding sources in fact include 
the Port of San Diego, which as landlord provides a free venue, the City of 
San Diego, the County, and the usual donors, but there is no single large out-
side source of funds; the museum generates much of its own revenue. 
Operating vessels are at the top of the museum’s order of revenue generation, 
followed by general admission, educational programs, the museum shop, pri-
vate events, and only then the grants and development office. The museum 
has not been immune to the economic downturn, seeing a drop in private 
events and less profit in the store, but the educational programs and gate have 
remained constant and other economic measures have precluded any staff 
losses. Construction of a replica Spanish galleon has had to be postponed 
owing to the loss of State funding.

That a number of the vessels are replicas is not considered an issue so long as 
they play a role in the museum’s mission to interpret the history of the City, 
State, and Pacific region. All but two vessels operate, and more than cover the 
expenses of their maintenance. The historic San Diego Harbor Pilot boat still 
undertakes work as a pilot as well as taking out tours and educational pro-
grams; it generates at least $35,000 net profit, higher in peak months. The 
replica vessel HMS Surprise (formerly Rose) generates double in profit what 
was paid for it and maintenance costs are only 10–15 percent. Profits can then 
cover major expenses on any of the vessels including the historic ship Star of 
India, the world’s oldest operating ship. Whereas most maritime museum 
directors stated they would not consider accepting another vessel unless it came 
with an endowment to cover its maintenance, Ashley notes that every vessel 
brought into the San Diego Maritime Museum has generated a profit and so 
had no need of an endowment; he asserts that he would not accept a vessel that 
did need one (pers. comm.). The museum accepted the submarine USS 
Dolphin, without an endowment, to prevent its scuttling but former crew and 
their families started an informal endowment of sorts; this is one of the two 
static display vessels, the other is the Berkeley. Some Directors have expressed a 
willingness to accept a vessel if it is a better representation of one already in 
their collection and if they can make provision to deaccession the one being 
replaced (Parnes: pers. comm.). The San Diego Maritime Museum may allow 
the B-39 Russian submarine to be sunk as part of a breakwater/reef and be 
replaced by the replica San Salvador which more closely matches the museum’s 
mission and fills a gap in the chronology of the vessels. The museum may ben-
efit from a number of fortuitous circumstances like location, climate, and tour-
ism but having a director with a background in business as well as history and 
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service as a captain is a definite boon. The San Diego Maritime Museum serves 
as a model for successful preservation of historic vessels afloat.

Mystic Seaport is a 17-acre campus in Connecticut representing a nineteenth-
century coastal village; it draws over 300,000 visitors a year. Its sheer size 
makes it possible to offer a wide variety of programs (e.g., hearth cooking, 
period clothing, model making) and revenue-generating amenities such as 
dining, accommodation, private mooring of personal vessels, and a range of 
seasonal activities. The Seaport maintains a large library and archives for 
research purposes, and has changing exhibits and galleries in addition to the 
ships and boats. In addition to four vessels designated National Historic 
Landmarks (a higher-level designation than placement on the National 
Register), the museum’s holdings include an additional 500 vessels (Mystic 
Seaport 2009). What is perhaps most significant to note is that the museum’s 
board of trustees recently voted to expend $8 million to restore the 1841 
whaleship Charles W. Morgan to an operational condition. The vessel had 
already been hauled and planned restoration work initiated when this decision 
was made. Mystic Seaport maintains its own repair facility in the Henry 
B. duPont Preservation Shipyard. It is anticipated that the work will be com-
pleted and the vessel sailing by spring 2012. The cost to return the vessel to a 
condition sufficient to serve as a static floating exhibit is about $6 million but 
the President, Steve White, states, “One of the greatest results could be that 
she raises enough on this planned journey so her future is secure” (Mahoney 
2009). The “journey” is a planned ceremonial cruise around New England. 
The creation of an endowment is also planned to support educational pro-
grams and provide ongoing maintenance (ibid.). Specific sources of funding 
for this project are unclear from the Museum’s web site, beyond requests for 
donations. However, one of the advantages of such a large campus and its 
diverse offerings is that all exhibits benefit from the high level of visitation 
even if specific portions of the site aren’t visited by each person.

It is apparent that the common denominator in these success stories is that 
keeping the vessels operational is critical to making them self-sustaining. 
A corollary to this is the creation or maintenance of in-house repair facilities 
and, usually, training and apprenticeship programs to ensure there is a talent 
pool on which to draw for relevant skill sets. Clearly this requires a sophisti-
cated infrastructure not possible or appropriate for every small group and 
individual vessel; programs like those at Mystic and San Diego work on a 
regional scale and may provide the venue and personnel to aid smaller organ-
izations. While this provides a possible means of revenue generation for the 
entity possessing the facility, it leaves the smaller groups in the position of 
finding funds for the restoration work, but they would have had to do this in 
any case. Partnership or cooperative use agreements might be one means to 
address expenses. Each historic ship at Portsmouth’s Historic Dockyard has 
its own supporting organization under the Dockyard’s umbrella of the larger 
Dockyard; the Mary Rose Trust and the Warrior Preservation Trust to name 
two. A charitable trust was even considered for the HMS Victory (which is not 
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afloat but sits in a dry dock at Portsmouth) but it was determined to leave it 
a commissioned vessel and establish a National Museum of the Royal Navy 
around it (Old Salt 2009).

Conclusion

Many museums holding hodge-podge collections of vessels are victims of free-
wheeling or rampant acquisition in the past and are now obliged to be stewards 
of collections that do little to contribute to their intended mission. Museums 
and other preservation organizations which have inherited, both literally and 
figuratively, vessels of these sorts are finding they must take a hard look and 
potentially make difficult decisions about their retention, and indeed their 
ongoing preservation as these continue to siphon off funds perhaps better 
spent elsewhere. Vessels that are not textbook examples of their type are find-
ing new lives with adaptive uses like restaurants, concert halls, and accommo-
dations. White (1995:182–183) raised the specter of de-accessioning or 
disposing of vessels 15 years ago, advocating a more selective process and mak-
ing more use of film, photographs, plans, and interviews. Digital and computer-
generated imaging may be added to these methods. Inflation, leading to cost 
overruns and delays in scheduled completions at the best of times, to say noth-
ing of the circumstances produced by world economic crashes (Dangerfield 
2009), may demand that fewer vessels be collected, and increase the attractive-
ness of shifting to virtual preservation. This is not to oppose physical preserva-
tion but to encourage teasing out those most relevant for the story being told. 
One fear generated by these possibilities is that they will result in a bias against 
preserving relatively recent historic vessels (Goodhart 1995).

Partnerships and creative thinking have become the watchwords of historic 
vessel preservation. Museums and preservation organizations currently enjoy-
ing the greatest success in maintaining their vessels (historic, replica, and 
otherwise) are those that are keeping them operational. The premise is that 
active vessels are happy vessels; not only in the marine context that brining of 
the wood through use contributes to its preservation, but that the vessels, 
including non-wooden ones, are able to earn their keep and are therefore bet-
ter maintained. In addition these groups provide ongoing employment and 
training opportunities in restoration, repair and construction skills, and in the 
physical operation of the vessels. There is also the argument that operating ves-
sels provide a more legitimate “living” interpretation than static exhibits which 
may be viewed as a sort of Memento mori of the era or vessel represented.

Acknowledgments

I am profoundly grateful to a number of individuals who graciously allowed me to 
interview them for this chapter. Not all were cited in the text but their input aided 
in its framing and is included in some of the general discussion. I am especially 

King_c13.indd   258King_c13.indd   258 2/4/2011   7:26:31 PM2/4/2011   7:26:31 PM



HISTORIC WATERCRAFT  259

appreciative of the time and information granted to me by Ray Ashley, President & 
CEO, San Diego Maritime Museum; Mike Vlahovich, Director, Coastal Heritage 
Alliance; Stewart Parnes, Executive Director, Chesapeake Bay Maritime Museum; 
and my friends and associates at Historic Ships in Baltimore, Christopher Rowsom, 
Executive Director, Paul Cora, Curator, and Paul Powichroski, Ships Manager. I am 
very appreciative and thankful for the information provided by Paula Johnson, 
Curator, National Museum of American History, and by my colleagues at the 
Maryland Historical Trust, Michael Day, Chief, Office of Preservation Services, 
Richard Brand, Preservation Officer, Beth Schminke, Easement Administrator, and 
Claudette Sherman, former MHT staff currently contracted to assist the Easement 
Administrator.

Note

1 The following is taken directly from the National Park Service Maritime Heritage 
Program web page and provides the background to sources of US federal 
 maritime funding:

The Maritime Heritage Grants Program was designed to be a long-term, 
dedicated funding source for maritime heritage preservation and education 
efforts. Prior to this program, Federal assistance for maritime heritage over 
the past 20 years has consisted of funding occasionally appropriated for com-
petitive grants or specific projects.
 In 1979, Public Law 95-465 set aside $5 million from the Historic 
Preservation Fund for maritime preservation. These funds were distributed 
through a competitive grants process carried out jointly by the National Park 
Service, State Historic Preservation Offices, and the National Trust for 
Historic Preservation. From 1988–1990, money again set aside from the 
Historic Preservation Fund was designated for lighthouse preservation to 
commemorate the bicentennial anniversary of the U.S. Lighthouse Service. 
Under Public Laws 100-202, 100-446, and 101-121, a total of $3 million 
was authorized for lighthouse preservation.
 In 1990, funds for maritime heritage were derived through proceeds from 
disposed government property. The Merchant Mariner Memorial Act of 
1990 (P.L. 101-595) authorized the conveyance of a National Defense 
Reserve Fleet vessel scheduled for scrapping to a non-profit organization. 
The Act further provided that the non-profit organization use the proceeds 
from the sale and scrapping the vessel to establish a memorial to merchant 
mariners. The use of vessel conveyance and scrapping proceeds to support 
specific maritime heritage projects was introduced again in the Maritime 
Administration Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 1993 (H.R. 4484). This 
bill, which incorporated the Merchant Marine Memorial Enhancement Act 
of 1992 (H.R. 5663) and the Historic Fleet Restoration Act of 1992 (H.R. 
5319), also proposed to authorize conveyance of vessels scheduled for scrap-
ping to non-profit organizations. This time the proceeds would be used to 
restore historic vessels and to make a Liberty or Victory Ship seaworthy for 
participation in activities commemorating the 50th anniversary of the 
Normandy invasion.
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 Under the 103rd Congress, the concept of using scrap proceeds to support 
a single competitive grants program was introduced September 14, 1993 in the 
National Maritime Heritage Act of 1993 (H.R. 3056). Through this proposed 
legislation grants for maritime heritage education and preservation activities 
would be funded through 25 percent of the annual proceeds from scrapped 
vessels of the National Defense Reserve Fleet. On November 2, 1994, the 
National Maritime Heritage Act of 1994 became Public Law 103-451.
 Text of the National Maritime Heritage Act (P.L. 103-451), which estab-
lishes the National Maritime Heritage Grants Program, is printed under title 
16 of the United States Code, section 5401 (16 U.S.C. 5401). (http://
www.nps.gov/history/maritime/grants1.htm, accessed Nov. 11, 2010)

In addition, funding for the National Park Service grants through their 
Historic Preservation Fund (HPF) has also been derived from the following:

The Federal Historic Preservation Fund (HPF), which is derived from Outer 
Continental Shelf oil lease revenues, was created by the National Historic 
Preservation Act (NHPA) as a source of federal grant funds to encourage non-
federal investment in historic preservation (http://www.achp.gov/funding-nhpa.
html, accessed Nov. 11, 2010).

Since 1968, over $1 billion in grant funds has been awarded to 59 States, territories, 
Indian Tribes, local governments, and the National Trust for Historic Preservation 
through the HPF program.
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Historic Aircraft and 
Spacecraft: Enfants 
Terribles

Ric Gillespie

CHAPTER 14

Introduction: The Terrible Children

There can be little doubt that a pivotal moment in the history of transporta-
tion occurred on December 17, 1903, when a clattering wood and cloth con-
traption rose from the sand of North Carolina’s Outer Banks and flumped 
down more or less safely 12 seconds and 120 feet later. Within less than a 
century world travel was measured in hours rather than weeks and there were 
human footprints on the moon. Preserving the relics of such spectacular and 
society-changing technological progress would seem to be a cultural impera-
tive, but the very popularity of historic airplanes and rockets has been an 
obstacle to their management as cultural resources.

Historic aircraft and spacecraft are the “terrible children” of cultural resource 
management (CRM) largely because their parents, most of them anyway, 
don’t know what the letters CRM stand for and, if told, would likely ask, “So 
what does that have to do with running an aerospace museum?”

With rare exceptions, directors, collections managers, and curators of air 
museums are aviation people, not museum people. Trained conservators are 
almost unknown. Instead of conservation laboratories, aerospace museums 
have “restoration shops” staffed mostly by volunteer retired airplane mechan-
ics whose primary objective is not to safeguard what has survived but rather to 
re-create what once was.
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Case in Point: A Tale of Two Lockheeds

The Lockheed Model 10 “Electra” was a 10-passenger airliner first flown in 
1934 and is best known as the type of airplane Amelia Earhart was flying when 
she disappeared in 1937. Of a total of 149 built, 13 examples are known to 
survive worldwide. Ten are in museums, three are privately owned. The sto-
ries of two of the museum aircraft are illustrative of the state of aviation his-
toric preservation.

Lockheed Model 10A constructor’s number (c/n) 1052 was delivered to 
the US Navy on February 19, 1936. As the first and only XR20-1, the airplane 
served as the Secretary of the Navy’s personal transport. By the 1980s, after a 
long military and civilian career, the aircraft lay in a Connecticut garage, a gut-
ted hulk set on saw-horses. In the early 1990s, the New England Air Museum 
in Windsor Locks, Connecticut, acquired the aircraft and decided to restore it 
as a Northwest Airlines airliner. Northwest was the first commercial carrier to 
use the Model 10 and operated a fleet of 12 in the 1930s and 1940s – but c/n 
1052 was not among them.

One cannot restore an object to a configuration and appearance it never 
had without doing violence to both the object and the language – but it is 
standard practice in aviation circles. All that matters is that the aircraft be of 
the correct type. An airplane’s individual history is often discarded in favor of 
a new, more marketable, identity. The masquerade is especially prevalent 
among, but by no means confined to, historic military aircraft. Sometimes the 
placard accompanying the exhibit confesses the deception but too often the 
public is permitted, or even encouraged, to regard the object’s assumed iden-
tity as genuine.

Reconstructing c/n 1052 as an airliner meant scrounging missing parts 
from aviation flea markets and fabricating major components based on old 
photos, best guesses, and available materials. Aluminum alloys and structural 
techniques used in building and repairing modern light aircraft are essentially 
unchanged since the late 1930s, so rebuilding aircraft of that period can be 
done with readily available materials, tools, and expertise. The more complex 
components are, of course, more easily salvaged from wrecked or derelict air-
craft than fabricated from scratch. Paints and fabrics often cannot be dupli-
cated due to laws governing product safety. Although the result is an airplane 
that never was, make no mistake – such “restorations” are labors of love. The 
volunteers who carry them out commonly spend years, if not decades, on a 
project. Any suggestion that the process is more akin to taxidermy than his-
toric preservation will not be kindly received.

The odyssey of another Electra highlights other practices and prejudices 
that often bear on the management of historic aircraft. Lockheed Model 10A 
c/n 1130 was one of the last Electras to come off the Burbank production 
line. Delivered to MacRobertson Miller Aviation of Perth, Australia on 
October 17, 1938, the aircraft went through no fewer than nine other owners 

King_c14.indd   264King_c14.indd   264 2/4/2011   7:27:33 PM2/4/2011   7:27:33 PM



HISTORIC AIRCRAFT AND SPACECRAFT  265

before being sold to a Florida land development company in the 1980s. With 
an eye toward the 1997 60th anniversary of Amelia Earhart’s disappearance, a 
large philanthropic foundation purchased the plane for reconstruction as a 
flying replica of Amelia’s Model 10E Special. The plan was for the airplane to 
be flown around the world to reenact and complete the famous flight and 
then make a nationwide tour of air shows and aviation events before being 
retired to an unnamed museum.

The rebuilding and modification of the airplane in a Fort Lauderdale, 
Florida, hangar was undertaken by two experienced mechanics who stripped 
the machine to bare metal and then replaced much of the skin with new alu-
minum. Earhart’s Electra had larger engines than c/n 1130 so the replica 
would need different engines but that was no problem. Believe it or not, the 
same make and model of engine used on Amelia Earhart’s 1936 Electra is still 
in use today on a variety of bush planes and agricultural aircraft.

When the project was about two-thirds finished, the philanthropic founda-
tion funding the work decided that the liability associated with an operational 
aircraft was unacceptably high so they instructed the mechanics to complete 
the Electra as a non-flying replica. The mechanics promptly quit in disgust. To 
many historic aviation enthusiasts, rehabilitation to airworthy condition is the 
only worthy goal in the management of an historic aircraft. Non-operational 
examples in museums are known as “static” displays.

With work on the aircraft at a standstill, the foundation offered the project to 
the National Museum of Naval Aviation in Pensacola, Florida. The Navy acces-
sioned the partially rebuilt replica of Earhart’s civilian aircraft into their military-
themed collection because the museum’s management was under the impression 
that Amelia’s navigator, Fred Noonan, had been a Lieutenant Commander 
in the Naval Reserve. C/N 1130 was moved to Pensacola and the museum’s 
 restoration shop took up the task of completing the rebuild. The museum sub-
sequently learned that Noonan had never been in the Navy but, by then, the 
shop volunteers were enthusiastically pursuing the project. Over a period of 
several years they fabricated and incorporated into the aircraft many of the dis-
tinctive features of Earhart’s Electra. Then, early in 2009, the museum’s man-
agement abruptly changed course. The Lockheed would not be completed as 
Earhart’s Model 10E Special after all but would be exhibited as the one and 
only US Navy XR20-1. Never mind that the aircraft had already been modified 
in ways unique to Earhart’s plane and that the real XR20-1 was in Connecticut 
being rebuilt in Northwest Airlines livery. In the air museum world, unless the 
individual machine has special significance, such as Charles Lindbergh’s Spirit of 
St Louis or the Apollo 11 command vehicle, a property of an historic type is con-
sidered to be malleable for purposes of marketing. In the case of c/n 1130, the 
object’s original identity was sacrificed for the sake of creating an accurate replica 
of a famous aircraft only to have that process aborted in favor of creating an inac-
curate replica of an obscure example that fit better with the museum’s theme.

It gets better. Photos show that the XR20-1, when in Navy service, had a 
dark blue fuselage and polished unpainted wings, but the wings of c/n 1130 
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refused to buff up suitably. What’s a curator to do? Simply flip the paint job. 
Polish the bare metal fuselage and paint the wings blue. Who’s gonna know? 
The resulting aircraft, like Shakespeare’s Richard III, “Deformed, unfinished, 
sent before my time into this breathing world, scarce half made up,” was 
spun as a “hybrid” that honors both Earhart’s lost Lockheed and the Navy’s 
only Electra.

Growing up Wild

A director of the National Museum of the United States Air Force once con-
fessed that “We have a handful of historic aircraft in the collection but the rest 
are basically stage props.” It was a rare and bold admission. Most managers 
and staff of aviation museums, and, more to the point, the visitors who admire 
the collections, are absorbed in a willing suspension of disbelief that imagines 
the shining re-creations to be genuinely preserved artifacts. To understand a 
cultural milieu so immersed in self-deception it helps to review the circum-
stances from which it grew.

The British Museum opened in 1753 to formalize the idea of an institu-
tion that would preserve natural specimens and artifacts for the public’s 
edification. A century later, the need to preserve relatively modern technol-
ogy was recognized with the opening of London’s Science Museum in 1857. 
The founding of the Smithsonian Institution in 1846 brought the concept 
of cultural resource management to the United States and exactly one hun-
dred years later, in 1946, those principles were formally applied to aircraft 
with the establishment of a collection within the Smithsonian known as the 
National Air Museum. Standards of conservation and interpretation that 
had been developed over nearly two hundred years were beginning to 
encompass yet another field of human accomplishment. Aviation historic 
preservation might have proceeded along fairly conventional lines were it 
not for a new development that would have an enormous impact upon the 
evolution of the discipline.

Beginning in the late 1950s, the reconditioning and flying of old airplanes 
began to emerge as a hobby, the considerable cost of which could be, at least 
in part, defrayed by piloting them in public exhibitions. In 1957, former Air 
Force flight instructor Lloyd Nolen, along with four friends from Mercedes, 
Texas, bought a government-surplus WWII P-51 “Mustang” fighter for 
$2,500 and, as a joke, painted “Confederate Air Force” on the tail. That same 
year an airplane mechanic in upstate New York named Cole Palen bought six 
derelict World War I hulks for $1,500, and began repairing and rebuilding 
them to flying condition. Two years later, Palen opened Old Rhinebeck 
Aerodrome, a living history museum/airstrip that presented seasonal week-
end reenactments of WWI and 1920s aviation in a vaudeville slapstick style.

Soon, reconditioned military aircraft were in great demand for airshows 
around the country. By September of 1961, the Confederate Air Force had 
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become a Texas corporation with assets that included nine WWII fighters of 
various types, six advanced trainers, and a medium bomber. All were airwor-
thy. The most expensive of the lot, a Lockheed P-38 Lightning fighter, had 
cost a whopping $4,000. On March 10, 1963, the first annual Confederate 
Air Force airshow was held at Rebel Field, Texas. Attendance exceeded all 
expectations as 15,000 people came to see the nine fighters fly. Thousands 
more were turned away for lack of parking space, causing a 12-mile back-up 
and the worst traffic jam in the history of the Rio Grande Valley. The hand-
writing was on the sky. The public wanted aviation nostalgia and they were 
willing to pay for it.

Prior to the great explosion in the popularity of flyable vintage aircraft, the 
world’s free-standing air museums could be counted on the fingers of one 
hand. France led the way in 1921 with the Musée de l’Air on the airfield at 
Le Bourget outside Paris. In 1923, the United States Air Force established a 
small museum at Wright Field, later to become Wright-Patterson AFB, near 
Dayton, Ohio. The Italian Caproni company set up an in-house museum in 
the early 1930s and, in 1952, the Royal Australian Air Force Museum got its 
own hut at Point Cook. There were a few aircraft within larger national col-
lections, such as the United Kingdom’s Science Museum, the Imperial War 
Museum, and Germany’s Deutsches Museum. In the United States, the Henry 
Ford Museum in Dearborn, Michigan displayed a few Ford-related airplanes 
among its cars, trucks, and tractors and, in Chicago, the Museum of Science 
and Industry displayed a British Spitfire fighter and a German Stuka dive 
bomber. The Smithsonian’s National Air Museum had a large number of air-
craft but nowhere to exhibit them. A few prize specimens were hung from the 
ceiling of the Science and Industries building but the rest were squirreled 
away in a row of bare metal warehouses in a Maryland suburb.

Beginning in the early 1960s, the swelling wave of enthusiasm for old air-
planes created demand for more and bigger aviation exhibits. The National 
Museum of Naval Aviation at the Pensacola, Florida, Naval Air Station had its 
beginnings in 1962, and in 1963 the San Diego Air Museum became the first 
aviation museum on the West Coast.

Hollywood recognized the trend and 1964 saw the release of 633 Squadron, 
the first of a new genre of big budget air war films, shot in color, without 
military cooperation, and making extensive use of rebuilt aircraft. That same 
year, the Air Force Museum Foundation saw the opportunity to launch a fun-
draising drive which eventually raised over six million dollars, permitting the 
construction of the first of the buildings that make up the current National 
Museum of the United States Air Force complex. That same year, 1964, the 
Experimental Aircraft Association decided to start a museum at Hales Corners, 
Wisconsin; and in Auckland, New Zealand, the Museum of Transportation 
and Technology was opened.

Hollywood stepped in again in 1968 and 1969, fulfilling its traditional role 
as both barometer and booster of popular culture, with a trilogy of mega-
budget air war films. The Blue Max re-created World War I with rebuilds and 
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replicas, while in Battle of Britain, art imitated art as Confederate Air Force 
pilots flew reconditioned Spitfires and Hurricanes against post-war Spanish 
knock-offs of German fighters and bombers. Tora! Tora! Tora! went a step 
further and re-created the Pearl Harbor attack with highly modified American 
types standing in for Japanese fighters, dive bombers, and torpedo planes.

Hard on the tail feathers of the Confederate Air Force, other flying associa-
tions emerged with you’ve-got-to-be-kidding names like Warbirds of America, 
Valiant Air Command, and, inevitably, the Yankee Air Force. To feed the 
growing public appetite for World War II with the original cast, airshow per-
formances that had once been confined to fly-bys and aerobatic demonstra-
tions now featured full-blown reenactments of dogfights and bombing raids 
with chattering faux-machine guns, smoke-spewing victims, and simulated 
bomb explosions.

Reenactment, of course, is a fine and ancient tradition. The tournaments of 
the sixteenth century, when firearms had made armor obsolete in warfare, 
were a way for the young and wealthy to show that they were as brave as their 
forefathers. The Wild West shows of the early twentieth century were stylized 
reenactments of a recent, though largely imagined, romantic past. Today there 
are groups who fervently reproduce nearly any historical period or conflict – 
including the tournaments of the sixteenth century. Most proudly acknowl-
edge that they are engaged in reenactment, but before you suggest to a 
“warbird” pilot that he is a reenactor it would be best to have an escape route 
planned.

As flyable vintage aircraft increased in popularity, so did collections of non-
flying historic types. By the end of the 1960s the proliferation of new air 
museums had expanded to include the New England Air Museum in Windsor 
Locks, Connecticut; the Pima Air Museum in Pima, Arizona; the Netherlands 
Museum of Military Aviation in Soesterberg, The Netherlands; and the 
Portuguese Air Museum in Lisbon, Portugal. The rising popularity of aviation-
themed museums focused attention on the Smithsonian’s many historic air-
craft. In March of 1969 a Flying magazine editorial bemoaned the sorry state 
of the nation’s premier aircraft collection and its lack of suitable exhibit space. 
A Congressional inquiry followed and, before long, progress was being made 
toward the construction of the long-awaited Smithsonian aviation museum 
on the Mall. In Canada, Australia, Britain, and Europe, the pattern was much 
the same. Increased flying activity sparked more public enthusiasm, which, in 
turn, shook loose the funding for more air museums. The early 1970s saw the 
opening of a dedicated Imperial War Museum aviation restoration and exhibi-
tion facility on historic Duxford airfield near Cambridge. The former Royal 
Air Force base at Hendon in suburban London became the Royal Air Force 
Museum, and the Fleet Air Arm Museum opened at the Royal Navy airfield in 
Yeovilton, Somerset. In the United States, the Boeing company was the chief 
sponsor of Seattle’s Museum of Flight and the country’s bicentennial in 1976 
saw the opening of the magnificent Smithsonian National Air and Space 
Museum in Washington.
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The public interest that fed the market for new museums continued to be 
driven by the sight, sound, and smell of operational historic types in air-
show reenactments. Prices for reconditioned military aircraft soared into 
the hundreds of thousands and often millions of dollars. Because the new 
air museums lacked the established infrastructure, and therefore the fund-
ing, to compete with private collectors, the best surviving examples were 
soon in private hands and were either being flown or were undergoing 
rebuild toward that end. Recoveries of rare aircraft followed the same eco-
nomic dicta and were carried out, not by archaeologists on behalf of muse-
ums, but by salvagers scouring mountainsides and jungles for wrecks to sell 
to rebuilders. Aviation museums, rather than being the repositories of the 
finest historical specimens, were more often left to make do with the air-
craft that private collectors found uneconomical to make airworthy. The 
public’s expectations concerning what a vintage aircraft should look like 
were set by what it saw at airshows, in magazines, and on the movie screen. 
Air museum directors and staffs came, for the most part, from aviation 
rather than museum backgrounds and, therefore, shared the public’s view. 
The demand for museum aircraft of pristine appearance discouraged con-
servation in favor of wholesale reconstruction. The result is an international 
array of large, well-stocked aviation museums that are nearly devoid of con-
served historic aircraft. Inspired by reenactments, they are themselves exer-
cises in reenactment, inviting the public to share in the illusion that 
something that looks new is, in fact, old. Automobile museums, by the way, 
have evolved along similar lines and suffer from the same compulsion to 
turn back the clock.

Signs of Hope

The prevalence of stage props notwithstanding, there are categories of exhib-
its in aerospace museums that tend to be managed as cultural resources. 
Documents and clothing are often properly conserved. A few aircraft of suf-
ficient individual fame, such as Lindbergh’s Spirit of St Louis, have always been 
treated with reverence if not wisdom. (The bronze, rather than silver, color of 
the Spirit’s nose is due to an early curator’s misguided attempt to protect the 
aluminum with a coating of linseed oil.) On the other hand, if the aircraft is 
important but not intact, all bets are off. The machine exhibited by the 
Smithsonian as the first airplane – the 1903 Wright Flyer – retains few, if any, 
components that were present at Kitty Hawk.

For obvious reasons, the rockets in museums are examples that were never 
launched, so they frequently escape repair or extensive  refurbishment. 
Spacecraft that have actually flown proudly retain the scars of reentry for the 
same reason that one-of-a-kind experimental aircraft are often permitted to 
look a bit battered. There are even a few aircraft in museums that are exhibited 
in “as found” condition. The Military Aviation Museum in Soesterberg, The 
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Netherlands, exhibits conserved wreckage beside clearly labeled full-scale 
 replicas and “restored” aircraft. The Royal Air Force Museum displays an 
immense four-engined Halifax bomber recovered from a lake, the wreck of 
Hurricane fighter found on a beach, and the front half of a salvaged Gladiator 
fighter – all in conserved condition that requires no suspension of reason on 
the part of visitors to accept that they are looking at something that was there 
then and is still here now. In the United States, the National Museum of 
Naval Aviation displays two WWII aircraft in a simulated underwater setting 
just as they appeared when found on the bottom of Lake Michigan after being 
lost in wartime training  accidents.

One factor that is beginning to influence both the historic aviation flying 
community and the museums is the increasing scarcity of aircraft that can be 
recovered and rebuilt. After 40 years of scouring the mountains, lakes, and 
jungles for salvageable vintage wrecks the cupboard has become relatively 
bare. On the flying side, as a consequence, recent years have seen aircraft that 
were salvaged and rebuilt in the 1960s and 1970s being torn down and rebuilt 
yet again. One of the most interesting phenomena is the growth of companies 
who are scratch-building airworthy full-scale reproductions of increasingly 
complex historic types such as the Grumman F3F, the Focke Wulf FW-190, 
and even the Messerschmitt ME-263 jet fighter. Like an aeronautical Jurassic 
Park, types long extinct as operational aircraft have returned to the sky as new 
machines.

For new accessions of genuine historic aircraft, museums are being forced 
to turn to the world’s oceans and bays that still hold many significant wrecks. 
Those sources remain relatively untouched because aluminum aircraft recov-
ered from saltwater present corrosion problems that have been beyond the 
ability of the “restoration shops” to arrest. The few aircraft that have come 
out of long immersion in seawater have either crumbled away completely or 
required extensive replacement of structural components. Pioneering work in 
aircraft materials conservation being done by the Australian War Memorial in 
Canberra and at Texas A&M’s Center for Maritime Archaeology and 
Conservation in College Station, Texas, should ultimately result in affordable 
stabilization processes.

Will the Terrible Children ever Grow up?

Yes, but the maturing of aviation museums will almost certainly be slow and 
incremental. Pressure to conserve rather than rebuild will push museums, 
kicking and screaming, toward sounder management policies but it does seem 
likely that, in the future, many of the aircraft in museums will be the new-built 
historic types flying today – just as today’s most prized exhibits of medieval 
plate armor were, in fact, originally fashioned for exhibition rather than war-
fare. The more things change ….
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Studying and 
Managing Aerospace 
Crash Sites

Craig Fuller and Gary Quigg

CHAPTER 15

Aircraft crash sites are often overlooked as cultural resources and are more 
common than one might first suspect. During World War II, the US Army Air 
Forces (USAAF) lost more than 13,000 aircraft due to accidents within the 
continental United States alone (USAAF 1945:309). Worldwide, the US Navy 
lost a similar number during the same timeframe (USN 1993). These were 
operational accidents, and the numbers do not include aircraft lost in combat. 
Some of these losses occurred at airports, but many of them happened in 
places where the sites were not promptly cleaned up. Aircraft crash sites not 
only tell the story of the individual incidents, which may in themselves have 
prominent places in history, but they also tell the stories of the development 
of aviation and of significant world events such as World War II and the Cold 
War. This chapter presents a brief review of the challenges and relevance of 
these archaeological opportunities.

Out of Sight, Out of Mind

It is possible for aircraft crash sites to be misidentified, misinterpreted, or 
missed entirely. In many cases, so little remains of the aircraft that the metal 
debris can be mistaken for other things, such as refuse dumps or homestead 
deposits. The crashes often involve a high-velocity impact followed by an 
explosion and fire which burn and scatter the aircraft, leaving only small rem-
nants behind. When larger pieces survive the initial accident, they frequently 
are removed, either right after the crash by investigators, or later by salvagers 
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and souvenir hunters. When major components such as a wing or fuselage still 
remain, the site becomes easier to recognize, but unfortunately this is rare.

Another reason aircraft crash sites might be missed is location. Sometimes 
crash sites are located in areas so remote, rugged, and extremely steep that the 
area is purposely omitted from archaeological survey. Thus these sites are 
never examined. Near Bellingham, Washington, in the Mount Baker National 
Forest, a USAAF Fighter that disappeared in 1942, along with its pilot, was 
not found until 1997 (Barber 2003).

A Case for Relevance

Twentieth-century technology and symbology

As a technology, aviation was as critically important to the development of the 
twentieth-century world as maritime shipping and navigation were to the 
development of the previous centuries (Cooper 1994:136). Aircraft crash sites 
can provide information about construction, maintenance, and operational 
practices that are not contained in the historical record. In some cases, a crash 
site might be the only remaining example of an aircraft type.

The progression of aviation, in both aircraft design and operational  practice, 
is often steered by aviation accidents. After the June 5, 1949, crash of the 
YB-49 near Mojave, California, the “flying wing” design concept, already 
 losing popularity within the Air Force, had little chance of revival. This con-
cept remained shelved until the advent of the Stealth Bomber in the 1980s. 
An example of an accident leading to operational change is the June 30, 1956, 
mid-air collision between TWA and United Airlines airliners over the Grand 
Canyon in Arizona. This accident caused the entire US air traffic control sys-
tem to be changed.

The humanistic aspect of these sites is also important. Graffiti, artwork, 
names, and kill markings were all ways in which flyers personalized aircraft, 
reflecting individual psychologies, politics, beliefs, romances, superstitions, or 
behaviors (Cooper 1994:138).

Answering questions

As with other historic properties, there are usually written records relating to 
crash sites, but these records can be incomplete or inaccurate. For example, in 
a debate among aviation historians about the correct interior color of the TBM 
Avenger, a torpedo-bomber for the US Navy during World War II, it was 
argued based on US Navy technical orders that a particular color was the 
“correct” one. Other historians were less sure, and finally won the argument 
by comparing interior colors of parts from several TBM crash sites. The sites 
showed that, in addition to the color specified in the Navy technical orders, 
another color was also common (rec.models.scale 1998). Another example of 
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how aircraft crash sites can be used to answer questions when the historical 
record is incomplete comes from research being conducted by The International 
Group for Historic Aircraft Recovery (TIGHAR). TIGHAR is testing the 
hypothesis that Amelia Earhart, the famed aviatrix who disappeared in 1937 
while attempting to fly around the world, crashed on Nikumaroro Island in the 
South Pacific. On Nikumaroro Island, TIGHAR has found several aluminum 
structures that they suspect came from the interior of Earhart’s Lockheed 
Electra 10E. The original manufacturer’s specifications are not detailed enough 
to reveal whether such structures were present in Earhart’s plane. The surviv-
ing examples of the Electra 10 have undergone so many modifications and 
restorations over the years that their interiors are not to be trusted. In an effort 
to find an original interior to compare with the items found on Nikumaroro, 
TIGHAR located and examined several Electra crash sites from roughly the 
same period as that of Earhart’s disappearance. While none of the sites  produced 
structures identical with those on Nikumaroro, their examination stimulated 
new thinking about what the structures might be, and how Earhart’s specially 
modified plane might have been configured (TIGHAR 2004).

Importance of the place

Crash sites can also have psychological, spiritual significance to those associ-
ated with them. Often, crashes involved fatalities; to the families and friends 
of those lost, the crash site is often sacred ground, even if their relative or 
friend has a formal grave elsewhere. Visiting the site can bring psychological 
healing and closure. In some cases, such as the crash near Bellingham, 
Washington, mentioned above, the site contained the remains of a person 
who was still officially missing when the site was found 55 years later. If the 
site is located in a former battlefield, particularly those sites in the South Pacific 
or underwater, there is a greater chance that the site contains the remains of a 
missing person. During World War II, planes and aircrew lost in battle were 
often located on remote islands or in the ocean, making immediate recovery 
unfeasible. When the war ended, many of the sites could not be located again. 
If the crash was not fatal, the site can still be of significant importance to the 
pilot, crew, and passengers involved, as well as to their families, as a place 
where a life-changing event occurred.

Aviation enthusiasts

Crash sites also serve an educational and recreational purpose. Avocational 
aviation archaeologists, often referred to as “wreck-chasers,” make it their 
hobby to research and locate crash sites. Hobbyists are usually involved in this 
pastime because it combines several of their interests, such as aviation, history, 
research, and outdoor recreation. Hobbyists include serious historians inter-
ested in the story behind a site, as well as more casual aviation enthusiasts. 
Another group of hobbyists who frequent crash sites are geocachers,  particularly 
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those with an interest in aircraft. Geocaching is an activity in which people use 
Global Positioning System (GPS) coordinates to look for hidden “caches” 
which have been placed by other geocachers. As geocaching gains popularity, 
the locations of geocaches have grown to include aircraft crash sites. A third 
type of enthusiast is known as a “warbirder.” These enthusiasts are interested 
in the crash sites as a source of parts for rebuilding antique aircraft.

Threats

Manmade threats

As with many archaeological sites, the most likely danger to crash sites is 
from mankind. Such destruction may or may not be intentional. Among the 
wreck-chasers, or avocational aviation archaeologists, there is a definite 
movement toward preservation and a developing ethic favoring treating sites 
with respect. However, there is a division within this group. Some believe 
that since in-place preservation of wreck sites cannot be guaranteed, it is 
better to take parts for one’s personal collections than to leave them to 
neglect in the elements. This belief stems largely from their impression that 
nothing is being done to protect or promote wreck sites, and that land man-
agers do not care about them. These impressions result largely from cases in 
the past in which agencies conducted environmental clean-up projects with-
out concern for historic properties, a practice that fortunately occurs more 
rarely today.

Signage can prevent a large amount of damage by relic collectors. This can 
involve full-scale interpretive signs such as the plaque at the highly visited 
1943 B-23 crash site at Loon Lake on the Payette National Forest in Idaho, 
or it can be more modest, like the small Archaeological Resources Protection 
Act signs the Bureau of Land Management placed around a 1943 P-39 fighter 
crash near Lower Lake, California. The smaller signs work nicely in terms of 
not drawing attention to a site or distracting from the surroundings. Not only 
does the signage show that the land manager “cares” about the site, it also 
helps make it clear that the site is protected to the casual hiker who stumbles 
across the site and who might otherwise take home a souvenir, or clean up the 
“trash” in the natural area by removing pieces.

Signage will not, of course, stop everyone. While warbirders are interested 
in aviation history, their idea of historic preservation differs significantly from 
that of other preservation fields. Warbirders (and some aviation museums; see 
Gillespie, Chapter 14, this volume) are interested in crash sites as sources of 
parts for restoring operational or display aircraft. When classic artwork is 
restored, everything done during the restoration is reversible, and as much of 
the original as possible is left untouched, but in aviation, restoration  commonly 
means rebuilding to flying condition, often with little regard for original 
 fabric. Often in the aviation restoration process, much of the original material 
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and markings are replaced and discarded, leaving an artifact that has little 
original material and looks better than new. Information and context are 
irrevocably lost from the original artifacts.

Recovery of a wrecked aircraft may be a viable management option. The 
benefits of recovery versus leaving the aircraft in place must be carefully 
 evaluated. Some important questions to consider are:

How important is the crash site to local history? ●

How popular is the site with the public? ●

If recovered, will the airplane or parts remain in the same geographic  ●

area?
If recovered, what conservation measures will be needed to prevent  ●

 ongoing deterioration?
If left in situ, what is the degradation rate and potential for damage? ●

If recovered, will the parts go to a public museum, or to a private  ●

 individual?
Does the organization proposing recovery have a proven track record of  ●

successful recoveries meeting historic preservation standards?
How will the parts be used – preserved as-recovered or reused in the  ●

rebuilding of another plane?
Is the organization likely to be around 25, 50, or 100 years down the  ●

road?
How rare or individually important is this aircraft and accident? ●

What direct and indirect costs are involved, including costs of long-term  ●

conservation?
Who will be responsible for these costs? ●

If the site is deemed important, then an argument may be made for either 
recovery and preservation as-recovered or for in situ preservation. If the site is 
of a well-represented aircraft type and is in an area where it is likely to be 
destroyed, then recovery for restoration may be a viable option. If the site 
plays a significant role in the history of a local area and is in minimal danger of 
being damaged, then in situ preservation may be the best option. If the deci-
sion to recover is made, the site should be thoroughly recorded prior to recov-
ery. After recovery, steps need to be taken to stabilize the artifacts to ensure 
that they do not further corrode or decompose.

Natural threats

Fire is one of the natural forces most destructive to an aircraft crash site. Early 
aircraft were made of wood and fabric, which burn easily. Later aircraft were 
made from aluminum, which has a much lower melting point than steel 
(a temperature that can be achieved by a wildfire). It is highly recommended 
that a contingency for wildfires be included in any management plan for a 
crash site.
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Aircraft structures are composed of many different metals, such as alumi-
num, steel, magnesium, and copper. These metals can adversely interact with 
each other and cause corrosion. High acidity of the soil, high salt environ-
ment, high moisture, and vegetation are all things that can accelerate the cor-
rosion of aluminum and other aircraft construction materials. Aircraft in salt 
water are especially prone to corrosion once they are brought to the surface 
and exposed to air. Unlike wood or iron, the science behind stabilizing alumi-
num after recovery from salt water is still in its infancy. The few treatments 
available are time consuming and expensive. All of these factors should be 
carefully considered when determining a recovery or management plan.

Loss of data

The US Naval History Center, in developing its Underwater Archaeology pro-
gram, believed that its primary focus would be shipwrecks. Requests from sal-
vagers and museums alike soon made it apparent that naval aircraft, from World 
War II and earlier, were hunted intensely and that they rivaled shipwrecks as 
management concerns (Neyland and Grant 1997:2). As a result, the Navy has 
implemented a permitting policy for archaeological study and removal of Naval 
aircraft crash sites, in an effort to ensure that a maximum amount of informa-
tion and material may be preserved (Coble 2002:34). Unfortunately, often by 
the time the US Naval History Center is notified about a site, many of the 
features have been stolen or damaged (Coble 2001:27).

Identification

The model type of an intact aircraft can usually be easily identified by anyone 
with knowledge about aircraft. However, when dealing with a highly frag-
mented crash, especially if all that remains are a few small pieces that can easily 
be held in one’s hand, identification can be significantly more challenging. 
The technique for identifying aircraft in this fragmented state is similar to that 
of identifying historic-era bottles; however, the information needed for refer-
ence is obviously different. Many bottles have unique maker’s marks that allow 
them to be identified and dated; the same is true for aircraft parts and pieces. 
Parts made by the aircraft manufacturer frequently have part numbers stamped 
onto them. The prefix of the number can indicate type of aircraft. Some part 
number prefixes are used by multiple aircraft manufacturers, so it is important 
to also determine the manufacturer of the crashed aircraft. This can be done 
by looking at the inspection or quality assurance stamps on the parts. When 
the parts were manufactured, they went through a quality assurance inspec-
tion; if they passed inspection, an inspection mark was stamped into the part. 
The stamp mark will typically have a manufacturer’s logo and a number spe-
cific to the inspector who inspected the part. Lists of aircraft manufacturer 
inspection stamps and part number prefixes can be found on the Internet.
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There are a number of other key features that may be found at a crash site. 
These can be helpful in identifying the aircraft type:

Color, markings and data plates. ●

Type of engines – are they jet or piston? ●

How many engines? ●

If the airplane has a propeller, how many sets of propeller blades? ●

Total number of individual propeller blades at the site? ●

Total number of blades per propeller hub (this can often be determined  ●

even if only the propeller hub is found)?
What are the shapes of the wing tips and the tail surfaces? ●

What is the tail layout? Is it a T-tail, with the horizontal mounted high on  ●

the tail, or is it mounted low?
How many vertical tails? ●

Is the landing gear retractable? ●

Is it a tail-wheel or nose-wheel airplane? ●

Is it amphibious, with pontoons or a ship hull belly? ●

Are there any armament or munitions? If so, what type and how many? ●

While this information focuses on identifying aircraft type, the ultimate goal is 
to determine the history of the crash. This will require archival research, so 
knowing aircraft type will greatly narrow down the search parameters. The 
date of the accident may also be narrowed to the dates that type of aircraft was 
used. Bullet cases are often dated with the year of manufacture, so it is possible 
to obtain a no-earlier-than date for the crash. The same holds true with some 
hose clamps, but these dates can be years before the accident. Paint schemes 
can also help narrow down the date, particularly with military and airline air-
craft, as they changed over the years.

Clues to the type of accident might also be obtained from the site, and may 
help narrow the search parameters, as well as help tell the story of the crash. 
The type of damage to the aircraft can give clues too. Fire damage from 
in-flight fires causes a different type of damage than post-impact fires from 
the crash. The tail of the OA-10 which crashed on August 1, 1945, in the 
El Malpais National Monument near Grants, New Mexico, has an excellent 
example of in-flight fire damage, proving that there was an in-flight fire before 
the crash. Damage to the engines or the propellers can give clues too. The 
propellers of the B-10A which crashed in a tidal zone of the San Francisco Bay 
on November 24, 1936, still tell an investigator that the left engine had been 
shut down and the right engine was producing very little power when the 
plane hit the water. The way the wreckage is spread out can also provide clues 
to the type of accident. Is the wreckage confined to a small area, indicative of 
a spin accident? Is it spread out evenly over a long distance? Or is the wreckage 
spread out over a long distance in clusters, which is more common to see as a 
result of a mid-air breakup? Is there an impact scar on the ground? What is the 
shape of the scar? Is wreckage spread out in a wide or narrow V-shape from 
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the scar, or is it spread out circularly in all directions from the impact scar? 
This can indicate the angle of impact. How far is wreckage distributed from 
the impact scar? This can indicate the speed of the impact. Trees can some-
times give clues to the direction and angle of impact as well as have metal 
imbedded in them. Trees with damage from the September 3, 1929, Ford 
Tri-Motor crash in Cibola National Forest on Mount Taylor were identified 
80 years after the crash during a survey.

Recording

Recording an aircraft crash site is not significantly different than recording any 
other cultural resource, other than the specific identification techniques and 
attention to the features mentioned above. As previously discussed, aircraft 
crash sites can be confined sites or spread out over significant distances. 
Experience has shown that, depending on the wreckage distribution, some 
forms of recording work better than others. If the crash site is relatively con-
fined, a grid box of 5- or 10-meter sections works nicely. If the site is spread 
out along a long line, whether in a V-shape or an elliptical pattern, it is often 
efficient to map individual components and component-clusters from a tape-
line down the center or offset to the side, with one or both ends of the line 
tied in to landmarks or GPS coordinates (see Quigg and King 2007 for details 
and examples). Where the wreckage is spread over great distances, as in the 
June 6, 1955, mid-air collision of two F-86 Sabers outside of Moapa, Nevada, 
where the two main wreckage concentrations are more than 7 miles apart, 
with isolated parts scattered in between, GPS recording of individual wreckage 
clusters is best suited.

Determining what to record depends on intent and time available. At a 
minimum, the data collected should include identification of key features of 
the aircraft and any part numbers or inspection stamps found, and should 
include a map of the boundaries of different wreckage distribution areas and 
concentrations, as well as identifiable components. All of these items should 
also be photographed in detail. In addition to ground photography, a good 
way to capture a site’s distribution is with an aerial photograph. This can be 
accomplished from an aircraft, but kite aerial photography and pole aerial 
photography can be more cost-effective.

Conclusion

If, a hundred years ago, a person were told that archaeologists would one day 
collect charcoal from campfires or excavate privies, he or she would probably 
have laughed and asked, “Why?” Yet, today, many important questions have 
been answered by this type of research. There is no way of knowing what 
questions will be asked about aircraft and aircraft sites in the future, so it is 
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important to preserve these sites, whether in situ, in a museum, or other 
appropriate repository, for future generations. These sites also serve as remind-
ers of how aviation has progressed and are solemn memorials for those who 
died there.

As with any other specific cultural resource, any project undertaken to record 
and manage a site should involve experts knowledgeable in that specific 
resource. In the case of an aircraft crash site, the expert should be knowledge-
able in accident investigation, aircraft component identification, aeronautics 
and aviation history, and cultural resource management. This knowledge base 
serves to identify both components and the specific aircraft type, as well as 
determine the significance of the particular crash within aviation history.
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Evaluating and 
Managing Technical 
and Scientific 
Properties: Rockets, 
Tang™, and 
Telescopes

Paige M. Peyton

CHAPTER 16

Introduction: Science, Engineering, 
and Historic Preservation

When the first American astronauts roared into space, few of us could have 
foreseen that the places and equipment associated with their missions might 
one day become historic properties. At that point in time, the US National 
Historic Preservation Act was not yet in place and the field of cultural resource 
management (CRM) would not become a household term for several dec-
ades. Fortunately, the intervening years have brought us some clarity in regards 
to what is, and isn’t, historically significant; broadened our perspectives about 
what the scientific genre encompasses; and somewhat allayed fears over how 
this particular property type should be managed.

Scientific, technological, and engineering properties – including, but  certainly 
not limited to, those associated with space exploration – are a reflection of the 
United States as a nation of innovators. They are reminders of our ability to 
invent and explore new technologies and physical representations of our scien-
tific achievements. For the purposes of cultural resource management, scien-
tific properties can be associated with any or all of the general and focused 
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scientific fields. This includes the natural sciences (biology, chemistry, physics, 
astronomy, earth and environmental sciences); social sciences (anthropology, 
archaeology, geography, economics); applied sciences (engineering, health 
care, agronomy); and the formal science of mathematics and other computa-
tional processes (e.g., computer science). A search of the US National Register 
of Historic Places (National Register) database confirms listings of properties 
from all of these fields and in each of the National Register’s property catego-
ries – sites, buildings, structures, objects, and districts. Even so, the number of 
science- and technology-related properties listed in the National Register is 
disproportionately small and represents less than 1 percent of the Register’s 
total of 80,000 properties. This is not because of lack of interest in this prop-
erty type or a failure of resource managers to identify them, but more because 
of concern over how historic designation will affect the way the property can 
be managed. A discussion of scientific property management is provided later 
in this chapter, but, in short, hinges on the need to periodically alter, demolish, 
or otherwise update them so that they stay on the cutting edge.

The majority of scientific properties in the United States, both listed and 
eligible for listing in the National Register, are owned, operated, and/or 
 managed by the Department of Defense (DOD), National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration (NASA), and Department of Energy (DOE), but they 
are found within the inventories of other state, federal, public, and private 
agencies and organizations as well. Among these are the Department of 
Transportation (DOT); Department of the Interior (DOI); US Forest Service 
(USFS); and America’s oldest scientific agency, the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). The examples that follow illustrate 
the range of science-related properties managed by various agencies and 
 demonstrate the variety of contexts with which they can be associated.

Examples

NASA’s Rocket Propulsion Test Complex at the Stennis Space Center in 
Mississippi was built in 1966 and consists of three test stands and associated 
control centers. The complex of properties is listed in the National Register 
and designated a National Historic Landmark1 because of its association with 
the testing of Saturn rockets and the importance of the Saturn rocket in land-
ing men on the moon (National Aeronautics and Space Administration, 
Stennis Space Center 2001).

Completed in 1944, DOE’s B Reactor at Hanford, Washington, is one of 
several first-of-a-kind devices constructed for the Manhattan Project (Marceau 
1998). It was the world’s first large-scale plutonium production reactor to go 
online and one of three constructed approximately 6 miles apart along the 
Columbia River. The B Reactor produced the plutonium for the Trinity 
device, the Nagaskai weapon (Fat Man), and various Cold War-era weapons 
(American Society of Mechanical Engineers 1976). The property is a National 
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Historic Landmark, a World Heritage Site, and a National Historic Mechanical 
Engineering Landmark2 (American Society of Mechanical Engineers 2009).

Completed in 1963, the Maui Space Surveillance System (MSSS) building is 
a multipurpose administrative and operations facility owned by the US Air 
Force Research Laboratory. The property is situated within an area known as 
Science City at the summit of the Haleakala volcano on the island of Maui, 
Hawaii (US Air Force Research Laboratory 2005). The building houses dif-
ferent types of telescopes and other optical equipment and has been deter-
mined eligible for inclusion in the National Register because of significant 
American military and space exploration events and operations during the 
Cold War. At the state level, the property also contributes to the development 
of the science of astronomy in Hawaii.

The Maine DOT’s Memorial Bridge spans the Piscataqua River connecting 
Kittery and Portsmouth. This 85 year old bridge was the first major vertical lift 
bridge in the eastern United States and is Maine’s memorial to World War I serv-
icemen. With 200-foot towers, wood walkways, and a lift span of 297 feet, this 
bridge was the engineering prototype for a number of metal truss bridges built 
throughout the United States (National Trust for Historic Preservation 2009).

Maintained by the US Coast Guard and managed by the National Park Service 
(NPS), the Loggerhead Key lighthouse is an active aid to navigation situated 
within the Dry Tortugas National Park, Florida. The lighthouse was com-
pleted in 1825 and originally equipped with a first-order Fresnel lens made of 
hundreds of precisely ground glass prisms (National Park Service 2008). The 
property is the first and last American lighthouse seen by ships leaving and 
entering the Gulf of Mexico from Key West, Florida.

Since its establishment in1909, research at the USFS Forest Products 
Laboratory in Madison, Wisconsin, has been focused on the properties of 
wood. Listed in the National Register in 1995, the laboratory supported both 
World War I and World War II efforts by conducting experiments on wood 
used for airplane propellers, boxing and packaging materials, and on charcoal 
used in gas masks (US Forest Service 2009).

The 4-acre Hadrosaurus foulkii Leidy dinosaur historic site and landscape is a 
National Historic Landmark and on the Registry of National Natural 
Landmarks under the biological and paleontological sciences themes. The site 
is the location of the discovery of the first relatively complete dinosaur skele-
ton found in the western hemisphere. At the time of its discovery (1858), the 
articulated skeleton revolutionized the scientific understanding of dinosaurs 
and their evolutionary relationship with birds. The skeleton was removed for 
study, but the remaining historic site and landscape encompass “Hadrosaurus 
Run,” which includes approximately 725 feet along a ravine and stream 
(National Register of Historic Places 1993:19). The property is currently 
managed by Camden County, New Jersey, as a small historic park.
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A Japanese Type A Ko-hyoteki-class midget submarine is submerged in 1,200 
feet of water at the entrance to Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. This small  submarine 
played a critical role in America’s entry into World War II (National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration 2009). In partnership with other federal 
agencies, NOAA protects and manages this historic marine asset under the 
provisions of US policies on sunken vessels and historic preservation law.

In order to appreciate the breadth of this property category, it is necessary to 
relate it to the processes of US scientific and technological innovation and 
invention from the middle of the nineteenth century to the present. The 
examples discussed above help discriminate the scientific/technological prop-
erty type from others discussed in this volume. They also reflect the enormous 
scientific and engineering progress that America made during this 150-year 
time period, and remind us that science permeates almost every aspect our 
lives. The examples are necessarily brief and readers are encouraged to seek 
additional details about each to reinforce the message of this chapter.

While the enormous diversity within the scientific property genre will be 
obvious from the examples, it is important to remember to look for them in 
both likely and unlikely contexts. Properties of this type can be found above 
ground, below ground, underwater, and in space. They can be objects, sites, 
buildings, structures, or landscapes, as well as historic districts composed of 
any of these property types. Scientific properties in the United States can also 
be eligible for inclusion in the National Register under any one (or more than 
one) of the National Register criteria for evaluation (National Park Service 
1991), particularly criterion B (associated with important people), because 
of the scientists and researchers responsible for their discovery, invention, or 
development.

Classification by Period

As suggested by Glass (2006), advances in US science and technology fall into 
three general time periods: prior to 1900, 1900–1950, and 1950–present. The 
earliest of these periods, particularly the last half of the nineteenth century, 
provided major contributions to the fields of medicine, transportation, and 
industry, in part due to two important events: the rapid growth of the American 
West and the associated need to connect it with the industrialized East, and 
important changes to US patent laws, which helped protect the uniqueness of 
each invention by specifically requiring the submittal of patent models.

In the decades prior to 1840, there were 11,500 scientific patents issued; 
between 1840 and 1900 there were 682,000 (Glass 2006:2). Among these 
were patents for ether as a surgical anesthetic (Hansen 2006:1); the steam 
engine; Cyrus McCormick’s reaper, which revolutionized crop harvesting; the 
technology for oil drilling; and several Thomas Edison inventions that made indel-
ible marks on both the industrial and community landscapes. Among Edison’s 
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contributions were the incandescent lamp, electric socket, and switch; the electric 
voting machine; paraffin paper, which is still used extensively to wrap candy; the 
motion picture camera and film; the radio and phonograph; and the first electrical 
power plant. Edison is also responsible for “assembling the first industrial research 
laboratory” (Glass 2006:3), which transformed independent innovation into a 
more collaborative laboratory-based system of scientific research.

Although these were surely momentous events in the history of American 
scientific and technological achievement, the most rapid and prolific advances 
did not occur until the early decades of the twentieth century, at a time when 
the nation was suffering from a variety of pressing stresses. Among these were 
unsophisticated health care and poor ecological conditions (particularly within 
the mining industry); pollution, especially impure water supplies; and the enor-
mous challenge of linking a vast geographic area with disconnected communi-
cations and transportation systems. Undaunted, between 1900 and the end of 
World War II, American scientists and engineers profoundly changed and 
improved just about every aspect of life. In the commercial and industrial areas, 
America was made smaller, healthier, and safer by the introduction, invention, 
or discovery of hundreds of items. Among these are fixed-wing aircraft, the 
artificial pacemaker and electric defibrillator, automatic traffic lights, central air 
conditioning, chemotherapy, chlorination systems to purify water supplies, the 
electron microscope, hydroelectric power, the internal combustion engine, 
liquid-fueled rockets, the medical fluoroscope, the Model T Ford and the first 
mass-production assembly line, nuclear and chemical weapons and the atomic 
bomb, the radio telescope, the transistor, and a uniform system for highway 
signs based on shapes (Constable and Somerville 2003).

Innovation during the first 50 years of the twentieth century also radically 
altered our personal lives. Among the inventions and innovations that made 
family and community life easier were a number of electric appliances, including 
the toaster, dishwasher, garbage disposal, household vacuum cleaner, washing 
machine, clothes dryer, lightweight electric iron, microwave oven; a process for 
flash-freezing food; the commercial bread slicer; the FM radio; the Kodak 
Brownie camera, which made inexpensive photography accessible to everyone; 
various synthetic materials (nylon, polyester, Teflon, and plastic); the residential 
refrigerator; widely available telephone technology; television; and Tupperware.

By the 1950s, Americans might have felt there was little left to invent, but 
the scientific and engineering developments since that time have proven to be 
even more essential to daily life in the twenty-first century. Contributing to 
the unparalleled changes during these decades were both the Cold War and 
several conventional wars (Korea, Vietnam, the Gulf War); the beginnings of 
human space exploration, the introduction of various vaccines, and the energy 
crisis of the 1970s (National Museum of American History, Smithsonian 
Institution 1998). Although there have been countless worldwide scientific 
contributions and international collaborations, Table 16.1 reflects the extraor-
dinary ingenuity and accomplishments demonstrated by American scientists 
and engineers over the past 60 years.
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Table 16.1 American scientific achievements since 1950

American scientific achievements since 1950 Date*

First nuclear reactor to generate electricity 1951
Universal Product Codes (bar codes) patent awarded 1952
US explodes first hydrogen bomb 1952
Watson and Crick describe the structure of deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) 1952
First network demonstration of color television broadcast 1953
First successful kidney transplant 1954
Polio vaccine introduced to the American public 1955
Field of artificial intelligence created at Dartmouth College 1956
First working laser built in the United States 1958
First successful launch of an American intercontinental ballistic missile 
(ICBM)

1959

Integrated circuits 1959
Chemical contraception – first birth control pill approved for sale 1961
First communications satellite placed in orbit 1962
Discovery of quasars at Mt. Palomar, California 1963
First commercial use of the scanning electron microscope 1965
First deep sea drilling 1968
US emergency 911 system introduced by AT&T 1968
Apollo 11 astronauts land on the Moon 1969
Automobile airbags introduced by Ford 1971
Concept of plate tectonics accepted 1970
Skylab (the first space station) launched 1973
First use of a computer to construct a formal mathematical proof 1976
First successful test-tube baby 1978
First American space shuttle launched 1981
Solar power generating stations 1984
US Global Positioning System (GPS) becomes operational 1989
Hubble space telescope placed into orbit 1990
Debut of the World Wide Web as a publicly available service on the 
Internet

1991

Completion of the interstate highway system (as originally planned) 1992
B-2 Bomber introduced by the US Air Force 1997
Virtual keyboards for portable devices commercially available 2002
New planet Sedna discovered 2004
SpaceshipOne makes the first privately funded human spaceflight 2004
Hand-crank laptop computer launched by MIT professor 2005
Introduction of the Apple iPhone 2007
QuickClot gauze introduced (surgical dressing used on battlefields) 2008

Sources: Constable and Summerville 2003, Carlisle 2004, Swedin 2005, Time Magazine 
2000–2009
*Dates vary by source.
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Identifying Scientific Properties

Because the range of property types is more varied within this genre than 
within some other property categories, identification often requires substan-
tial focused research. This typically comes in the form of archival work at sci-
entific libraries or museums and/or interviews with scientists or technicians 
having specific knowledge of the property or its context. While focused inves-
tigation can be useful to all types of historic research, it is especially important 
to the identification and evaluation of properties and equipment within the 
scientific category because there are often features that are one-of-a-kind, 
one-of-a-few, or associated with a person of scientific note. While uniqueness 
does not necessarily equate with significance, the identification of these types 
of items during the assessment process is critical, largely because the features 
could become an issue for future management and documentation. Following 
is the US Advisory Council on Historic Preservation’s advice on this  important 
step (Advisory Council on Historic Preservation 1991):

In theory, considerations of the uniqueness of a property, whether it is ‘one of a 
kind,’ should not enter into decisions about whether or not a property is historic. … 
Only at the time that evaluation gives way to consultation about what is to be done 
with the historic property should the number of extant examples be considered in 
reaching a decision about its future. In practice, the number of examples of a 
particular kind of historic property (e.g., residences, bridges, archeological sites) 
should be given careful consideration when deciding the appropriateness of 
mitigation measures to be implemented if the property must be destroyed or 
substantially altered. If many examples exist, and it appears that not all are in danger 
of being lost, it may not be in the public interest to spend considerable amounts of 
money and time to record in great detail all the architectural elements of a house 
facing demolition. The same goes for an archeological site – many similar sites in 
the area not facing the threat of disturbance can argue against extensive excavation 
of the one facing destruction due to a road project, for example.

It is also important to consider the potential for scientific properties in places 
where you might not expect them. This can happen for a variety of reasons:

The property type being evaluated is not typically associated with science  ●

or technology.
An unusual scientific or engineering feature is encountered. ●

The investigation uncovers an unanticipated science-related event, person,  ●

or context.

To illustrate these types of situations and the nuances of identifying scien-
tific properties, consider these examples:

Dwelling in Science. The Ralph and Sunny Wilson house is located in Bell 
County, Texas, and listed in the National Register under invention and 

King_c16.indd   287King_c16.indd   287 2/4/2011   7:30:16 PM2/4/2011   7:30:16 PM



288  PAIGE M. PEYTON

 architecture. The residence was built in 1959 and is considered exceptionally 
significant for the use of plastic laminate building technology and the signifi-
cant role its design played in experimentation with plastic building materials. 
Although plastic is a commonly used material today, at the time the dwelling 
was constructed it was both innovative and futuristic (National Register of 
Historic Places 2003).

Sailing Laboratory. The 1894 Schooner Ernestina is a National Historic 
Landmark illustrating two business-related themes – extractive or mining 
industries (fishing) and shipping and transportation. She is the only surviving 
example of a nineteenth-century Essex-built Grand Banks fishing schooner 
and one of only two remaining US Fredonia-style Arctic exploration wooden 
schooners still afloat (National Register of Historic Places 1990). Although 
the schooner spent most of her life as a fishing vessel, she spent two decades 
(1920s and 1930s) supporting scientific expeditions in north polar regions 
funded by the American Geographical Society and the American Museum of 
Natural History (Massachusetts Schooner Ernestina Commission 1995).

A couple of examples from my personal experience include:

Science in a Plain Brown Wrapper. While conducting an evaluation of a large 
military reservation, I came across an unusual building situated within an oth-
erwise mundane administrative area (adjacent to barracks, the commissary, 
etc.). The building had an odd three-story tower, but the construction mate-
rials were similar to the surrounding facilities and the real estate records listed 
the building as administrative. During interior inspection, I found that the 
building was largely open space with a few offices and storage rooms and a 
small sleeping room along the perimeter. The attached tower that appeared 
unusual from the exterior turned out to be an ejection seat test area that had 
been remodeled into administrative space. The central open space of this oth-
erwise unremarkable facility, however, was dominated by a large hypobaric 
chamber used to train aircrew members (and occasionally passengers), in the 
physiological and acceleration effects of high-altitude flying, spatial disorien-
tation, night vision, decompression, and ejection seat escape. The small sleep-
ing room was actually a recovery room for individuals experiencing unpleasant 
side effects from the training.

This example points out the importance of both exterior and interior phys-
ical inspection during historic property identification. Had I not been intrigued 
by the unusual tower, or had I not physically entered the building because it 
was listed as purely administrative, I might not have known about the scien-
tific equipment it contained or its importance to the history and missions of 
the installation.

It’s All in the Lift. During the evaluation of an enormous aerospace facility with 
multiple components, I inspected a 100,000-square-foot aircraft production 
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and assembly building that was completed in 1929. For its age, the property 
retained extraordinary integrity, including two large vertical lift hangar doors 
installed in 1938. One of the doors spanned 200 feet and, at the time of instal-
lation, was one of the largest single-hinge doors in the world. While finding 
large mechanical hangar-type doors associated with an aircraft/aerospace prop-
erty was completely anticipated prior to the assessment, the presence of the 
still-functioning, unique, 60-year-old vertical-lift engineering feature was not.

What’s Tang™ Got to Do with It? In a complex of approximately 30 educa-
tional and scientific facilities, I encountered several different types of labora-
tories. All of the buildings were completed within a roughly 20-year period 
during the 1960s and 1970s to support manned space flight – particularly 
extended space flight. Based on several factors, including a common architec-
tural style, the complex’s arrangement on the landscape, and the history of the 
buildings both individually and as a collection, there was little doubt that the 
complex could be classified as a small historic district associated with early 
scientific research devoted to the support of humans in space.

Physical inspection of the properties confirmed their unified purpose, but 
to the non-scientist, a laboratory is a laboratory, so inspection of each build-
ing necessitated a lot of questions about exactly what kinds of research were 
conducted there. During the tour of one of the laboratories, the scientist 
showing me around casually mentioned that some of the early research con-
ducted in the building had been focused on NASA’s extended flight needs 
for the first manned orbiting laboratory (MOL) – what would decades later 
become the International Space Station. In particular, the research addressed 
the development of space food and space food delivery systems. Among these 
were a variety of beverage powders (e.g., Tang™, which was formulated by 
General Foods, but made famous as an Astronaut drink); utensils such as the 
spoon–bowl combination and collapsible bottles; and compactly packaged, 
and stabilized, items such as bite-sized portions, candy-coated foods (similar 
to M&Ms), rehydratable foods, and semi-liquid foods in squeeze tubes 
(National Aeronautics and Space Administration 2009). Many of these items 
were ultimately adapted for use by the general public and are found in  grocery 
stores today.

Unlike the building containing the hypobaric chamber, the experience 
gained from this assessment comes not from the physical inspection of the 
laboratory, but from conversations with the scientists and technicians most 
knowledgeable about the building’s history. Unique scientific equipment can 
escape the untrained eye, or the significance of the property may not be 
reflected in the physical features that remain. In this example, I recommended 
the complex of buildings as eligible for inclusion in the National Register as 
an historic district, but I also recommended that four of its buildings be rec-
ognized as eligible for their individual contributions to human spaceflight 
research during the 1960s. The agencies agreed. One of the four was the 
laboratory associated with space food.
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Evaluating Scientific Properties

In addition to the kinds of focused research utilized during the identification 
process, the evaluation of scientific properties may also require additional 
analysis in two areas – the property’s age and the property’s integrity.

Age

The US National Register of Historic Places does not ordinarily recognize as “his-
toric” properties that have achieved significance within the past 50 years. Because 
so much innovation and invention has occurred in the past 60 years, the likeli-
hood of an existing scientific property being less than 50 years old is quite high. If 
one is evaluating such a property for National Register eligibility, one must con-
sider not only its significance per se, but also whether it is, in National Register 
terms, of exceptional importance (National Park Service 1991). The National 
Register guidance for evaluating recent properties for exceptional importance lists 
several aspects that need to be considered (Sherfy and Luce 1996), but the most 
important considerations to keep in mind are (1) that the property should be 
associated with an event of extraordinary importance (e.g., the first American 
lunar landing) and (2) that it be considered within specific circumstances (i.e., 
historic context) that allow us to judge its significance relative to similar proper-
ties. An example of a scientific property that meets the requirements is Vandenberg 
Air Force Base, California’s Space Launch Complex 10, which was completed in 
1958 and listed in the National Register in 1986. The complex is considered 
important as the best surviving example of a launch complex constructed at the 
beginning of the American effort to explore space and as one of only two launch 
pads built to support combat training launches of the SM-75 THOR interconti-
nental ballistic missile (National Register of Historic Places 1986).

Integrity

The ability to reflect historic significance through its existing physical character-
istics is one of the critical elements of an historic property’s integrity. Generally, 
this is a fairly black and white assessment; most properties either retain sufficient 
physical attributes to exhibit integrity or they do not. The assessment of integ-
rity becomes challenging, however, when one addresses scientific facilities that 
are in active use and require regular modernization to keep them at the fore-
front of their research (see discussion below on Managing Scientific Properties). 
Through the process of updating, physical characteristics that best represent the 
properties significance may have been dismantled, modified, or even discarded. 
As shown by the space food example provided above, what this means to us as 
cultural resource managers is that, at the time of assessment, the facility might 
no longer visually reflect the equipment, or design, or other elements for which 
it is most significant. Ferreting out this type of information during the  evaluation 
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process, whether through additional archival research or probative interviews, is 
critical to determining the significance of the property.

Managing Scientific Properties

From the management perspective there are two types of scientific properties – 
those that are actively engaged in scientific research and those that are not. 
Those that are not engaged in active research are managed much as other types 
of historic properties; they may be maintained or restored for interpretation, 
rehabilitated for adaptive use, documented and destroyed, or left alone to 
deteriorate, typically with the guidance of management plans developed in 
consultation with the appropriate agencies and stakeholders. A good example 
of a non-active scientific property is the Edison National Historic Site in New 
Jersey. The site consists of the Thomas Edison home at Glenmont and a com-
plex of laboratories and support buildings that have remained essentially 
unchanged since Edison’s death in 1931. The site is managed by the National 
Park Service “to memorialize the illustrious career, the scientific achievements, 
and the private life of Thomas Alva Edison” (National Register of Historic 
Places 1978:3).

The management of active scientific properties has been the subject of con-
siderable debate for almost 30 years, so much so, that in 1991 a focused pub-
lication on the subject was prepared by the US Advisory Council on Historic 
Preservation. The publication is entitled Balancing Historic Preservation Needs 
with the Operation of Highly Technical or Scientific Facilities and is a must-own 
for anyone having to identify or evaluate scientific properties. Ordering infor-
mation for the publication, along with a 2002 updated Executive Summary, is 
available from the Council’s web site at www.achp.gov.

The Council prepared this publication at the request of Congress in response 
to concerns by the US scientific community – primarily NASA and the National 
Science Foundation – that the preservation or protection of historic scientific 
properties (i.e., compliance with the National Historic Preservation Act) 
would inhibit their ability to stay on the cutting age of their research. Most of 
the concern was focused on the potential for construction delays, increased 
costs, or even the prohibition of certain alterations because they might affect 
the historic significance of the property. Private institutions supported with 
federal funds were further concerned that if they did not comply with man-
agement requirements, essential funding would be withheld or withdrawn 
(Butowsky 1989:3). Caught up in the controversy were a number of active 
space facilities owned by NASA and several astronomical observatories; how-
ever, the owners and operators of non-scientific properties needing to upgrade 
periodically have also voiced their concerns about this issue. This includes 
active property types such as professional sports arenas (e.g., Detroit’s original 
Tiger Stadium) and historic transportation routes like New York’s Boston 
Post Road.
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The issue of integrating the historic preservation requirements of active 
scientific, or other, facilities with the need to modernize is a lingering one, but 
through education and consultation, the gap between the scientific and pres-
ervation communities has narrowed. In 2002, the Council readdressed this 
issue and published an expanded Executive Summary for their 1991 publica-
tion. Recommendations of the 2002 update acknowledged the persistent 
 concerns; indicated that Council’s regulations are “flexible enough to accom-
modate the legitimate needs of the scientific and engineering  community and 
their activities at historic facilities”; and offered recommendations for ways 
“to better integrate preservation considerations into the conduct of  federal 
and federally assisted scientific endeavors” (Advisory Council on Historic 
Preservation 2002). The revised publication also offered the  following cau-
tionary guidance:

Federal agencies managing or assisting scientific research have a leadership role 
in the stewardship of historic properties under the NHPA [National Historic 
Preservation Act]. They are obliged to present and future generations, whose 
tax dollars will continue to fund their operations, to consider the effects of their 
actions on the historic values embodied in select facilities.

There continues to be no definitive resolution to this issue and most agen-
cies and organizations owning and operating scientific facilities remain resist-
ant to National Register or National Historic Landmark evaluation and 
registration. Since there is every reason to believe that scientific advances will 
continue at the same or greater pace experienced in the past 60 years, the 
conflict between the operation of scientific properties and the need to pre-
serve and protect them will likely continue to necessitate shared flexibility on 
the part of both property owners and agencies.

More than Buildings

Most of this chapter has focused on buildings, structures, and objects, but, as 
noted, scientific properties can just as easily be sites or landscapes; the Leidy 
dinosaur site described above is a good example. Additional interesting and 
unusual examples include:

the Petrified Sea Gardens in Saratoga Springs, New York, an historic site/ ●

landscape encompassing an acre of 500-million-year-old fossils, one of 
the most ancient forms of marine life (National Register of Historic 
Places 1998);
the Schoonmaker Reef, Wisconsin, a geological formation (landscape) sig- ●

nificant as one of the earliest fossil reefs in North America and for its associa-
tion with the careers of several eminent nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
geologists (National Register of Historic Places 1994); and
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the Nansen Historic District, a 4,683-acre agricultural landscape repre- ●

senting a continuum of land-use patterns and agricultural practices in 
southeastern Minnesota (Gimmestad 2002).

There is also an emerging scientific subdiscipline within the field of archaeol-
ogy that deserves mention. Most often referred to as space archaeology or space 
heritage, this specialty is described by its proponents and practitioners as the 
“study of material culture related to space exploration that is found on Earth 
and in outer space, that is, exoatmospheric material that is clearly the result of 
human behavior” (Darrin and O’Leary 2009:xi). Those who focus on this 
field are primarily concerned with two important issues – first and foremost 
that resources associated with outer space are identified and treated as “valu-
able objects worthy of legitimate archaeological inquiry” (Darrin and O’Leary 
2009:27) and, second, that they are protected from harm. While these are 
fairly standard goals in cultural resource management, they take on new mean-
ing within the emerging field of space archaeology due to, among other con-
cerns, potential issues of property ownership, which protective laws (if any) 
apply, and how to accurately record, preserve, or salvage a resource that may 
still be in outer space. As an example of the recent (2010) consideration of an 
archaeological site within this subdiscipline, the California Historical Resources 
Commission placed the Apollo 11 Tranquility Base (American lunar landing 
site) on the California Register of Historical Resources. The designation was 
“part of a five-state effort to push Tranquility Base toward being named a 
national historic landmark and UN World Heritage Site” (Antczak 2010).

Whether or not this new field catches on as a discrete subdiscipline, or is 
absorbed into the wide range of scientific property types that we already know 
and accept, only time will tell, but material remains are material remains no 
matter where they are found – be it a UFO crash site in New Mexico, the US 
landing site on the Moon, or a pile of space junk that has returned to the 
Earth after a trip around Mars. The issues with this new genre are complex 
and deserve far more consideration than can be given here, so I refer readers 
to the recently published Handbook of Space Engineering, Archaeology, and 
Heritage (Darrin and O’Leary 2009) for one of the most comprehensive 
treatments of this subject published to date.

Beyond Our Borders

Largely a reflection of my own personal experiences in CRM, the discussion 
in this chapter draws upon processes and examples that are uniquely American. 
There are, of course, highly scientific and technological properties beyond our 
borders, even though the methods by which they are identified and managed 
may be somewhat different and the statutes and regulations country-specific 
(see Green, Chapter 24, this volume). American resource managers working 
in international environments must not assume that how we approach cultural 
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resources, scientific or otherwise, in the United States translates to other 
countries, even when we work within the boundaries of American facilities 
abroad. More often than not, US buildings and structures (even if American-
built) are on lands owned by the host nation and we are simply tenants on 
foreign soil. Unless there is a formal agreement between countries so stating, 
our laws and regulations do not usually apply and we function under the 
Foreign Governing Standards (FGS) that have been developed by the specific 
country. Sometimes the FGS are similar to how we treat cultural resources in 
the United States, but often they are not.

There is little available information regarding the specific consideration and 
treatment of scientific and technological facilities in other countries; however, 
resource managers outside our boundaries are likely confronted with the same 
types of issues we have to address in the United States. For those interested in 
global perspectives on a variety of historic preservation issues, the following 
web site may be useful: http://www.heritageconservation.net/links.htm.

Final Thoughts

As is the case with most property types, the identification and treatment of 
scientific, technological, and engineering properties is a subject far too broad 
to cover in this, or any other format or single document. Rather, the intent 
of this chapter is to provide enough information on the enormous range of 
contexts and property types encompassed by this genre, so that resource 
managers can remain alert to where the property type might be found – 
both in likely and unlikely settings and forms – and appreciate the place that 
science, technology, and engineering have in the field of cultural resource 
management.

Notes

1 A special designation used in the United States under the Historic Sites Act of 
1935, reserved for places officially found to be significant in the “commemoration 
and illustration of the Nation’s history.”

2 Engineering achievements considered to have exceptional historic value by the 
American Society of Mechanical Engineers. Although the largest number are in 
the United States, there are engineering landmarks in other countries as well (e.g., 
Canada, Australia, China, United Kingdom).
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Historic Battlefields: 
Studying and 
Managing Fields of 
Conflict

Nancy Farrell

CHAPTER 17

Warfare, organized violent conflict, is perhaps the most complex of human 
activities and has been a part of our behavior for a very long time. There are 
countless volumes, articles, dissertations, memoirs, and web sites on war, 
the nature of warfare (Tzu 1993), the history of war (Keegan 1993; Lynn 
2003), the evolution of warfare (Otterbein 1970), the anthropology of war 
(Ferguson 1984), and the strategy of warfare (von Clausewitz 1976). The 
archeological record has demonstrated that warfare, on a larger or smaller 
scale, has always had a profound effect on the shaping of societies and those 
cultures have in turn shaped the scale and form of warfare (Arkush and 
Allen 2006; Carman and Harding 1999; Martin and Frayer 1997; Raaflaub 
and Rosenstein 1999). Although the physical evidence of early battles may 
be scarce, the myth of the peaceful past has been debunked (Keeley 1996: 
Le Blanc 2005). A recent dictionary of battles and sieges “from antiquity to 
the twenty-first century” lists 8,500 episodes, and certainly thousands more 
did not make the cut (Jaques 2007). So there are plenty of battlefields in 
the world.

This chapter is concerned with the discrete episodes in the course of wars 
that we call “battles,” and with the places they occurred. What is a battlefield? 
This question is not an idle one (see Ferguson 1984:3–4). The Oxford English 
Dictionary defines a battlefield as: “Where a battle was fought on land.” Other 
dictionaries provide similar obvious, but not entirely useful, definitions. But 
then there is the question of “battle,” which may have a very broad, or a very 
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narrow definition, depending on one’s interest or point of view. Military 
 historians and official preservation agencies generally use a relatively narrow 
definition (see English Heritage below). More common than the big “classic” 
battles between beautifully uniformed standing armies of nation-states, how-
ever, have been countless smaller battles, skirmishes, raids, ambushes, and 
sieges. A useful definition for purposes of “resource management” might be 
“a location at which armed adversaries engaged in combat.” This definition is 
broad enough to encompass the myriad types of violent encounters found 
throughout history and prehistory. Recently “fields of conflict” has been 
introduced as a term that conveys a wider range of activities than “battlefield.” 
As a matter of convenience, though, the traditional term battlefield will be 
used throughout the chapter.

How Do You Know It’s a Battlefield?

Some battlefields – think of Gettysburg, Waterloo, Gallipoli – are well known, 
well defined, and have been intensely studied by military historians. With few 
exceptions, these are not the kinds of places with which most heritage man-
agement professionals will deal. Rather it will be places that are small, often 
obscure, from the distant or recent past, and often forgotten. The 2008 dis-
covery of a Roman battlefield from the third century AD near Northeim, 
Germany, was quite unexpected and, at least in the headlines announcing the 
find, “may mean a rewrite of history.” The recovery of over 600 artifacts 
including axe heads, coins, arrowhead, sandal nails, and Roman horseshoes 
helped define the site location. This find places the Romans 100 miles further 
into Germanic territory at that period than previously thought.1

In 2009, the first intact Civil War site identified within Knoxville, Tennessee, 
was found during archaeological work in advance of construction. Features 
associated with the 1863 Confederate siege of the city were found: a trench, 
gun emplacements, and small hearths. Buttons, metal straps, bullets, rivets, 
and friction primers, the brass pieces that were used to create sparks to fire 
cannons, were also recovered (Posner 2009).

Even well-known battles may be misplaced. A case in point is the Battle of 
Bosworth Field, the final military action of the War of the Roses. Fought in 
1485, the traditional site for the battle was around Ambien Hill, west of 
Shenton in Leicestershire. Following scholarly speculation in the last decades 
of the twentieth century that this was not where the fight actually took place, 
in 2005 the Battlefield Trust was funded by the UK Heritage Lottery Fund to 
find the real location. The investigating team, using the data generated by 
archival and field research and guided by the Principle of Inherent Historic 
Military Probability,2 generated a hypothesis that was then tested by archaeo-
logical fieldwork: metal detector survey, fieldwalking, mapping of artifact 
locations, geophysical survey, trial trenching to identify aspects of the historic 
terrain (Foard 2004).
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In 2009 the Trust announced that the real location had been discovered. 
The Battlefields Trust considered that the “crucial archaeological evidence 
came from our systematic metal detecting survey, “even though there were 
few artifacts from the battle. Those found were quite telling, and. included 
artillery shot, handgun shot, coins sword fragments, spurs and bridle fittings. 
Since the real location of the conflict had not been known, the field had not 
been subjected to the intense metal detecting and collecting that has gone on 
at other British battle sites. As the Fund put it: “This is ample evidence that 
archaeology can tackle big questions and cases that went cold centuries ago – 
and still provide magnificent answers” (Heritage Lottery Fund web site, 
February 19, 2010).

The Archaeology of Battle and Other Conflicts

A battlefield is a particular type of cultural landscape, “a geographic area … 
associated with a historic event, activity, or person or exhibiting other cultural 
or aesthetic values” (Birnbaum 1994). Conflict archaeology is an examination 
of the material record of an event on a landscape, an event that may have taken 
place over a period of minutes, hours, days, or even months. It uses an array 
of techniques, oral and documentary historical research, and topographical 
and archaeological evidence to understand, in general, war and human  conflict 
and, more specifically, the history of a particular place of conflict. Archaeological 
investigations provide an independent data set that can be used to compare, 
confirm, or refute the documentary record. It can address questions of how 
combat is conducted, sometimes even at the individual level, and lead to a 
better understanding of the evolution of war and conflict.

As a field of study, battlefield archaeology, military archaeology, or conflict 
archeology has only become “mainstream” in the past 20 years. The science-
based approach to the material remains of conflict has grown steadily since the 
1960s, when modern archaeological methods were applied at Aljubarotta 
(1385) in Portugal. During the 1980s, work at Marston Moor (1645) and 
Maldon (991) in England and at the site of the Battle of the Little Bighorn 
(1876) in Montana brought the potential of battlefields to the attention of 
archaeologists (Carman 2005:216). As demonstrated at the Little Big Horn 
Battlefield National Monument, even an iconic battlefield that has been the 
subject of intense interest for over a hundred years can yield new information 
when modern archaeological methods are applied (Fox 1993; Scott et al. 
1989). As late as the 1990s, those engaged in battlefield archaeology were still 
defending the use of this methodology to study battlefields (Fox 1993:5–10). 
This argument is no longer necessary. There are now archaeological investiga-
tions of battles going on in Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Egypt, Korea, Mexico, 
Vietnam, the United States and the United Kingdom, and in many countries 
in Europe (Scott et al. 2007). The study of twentieth-century battle spaces 
from an archaeological perspective began in the 1990s and continues to gain 
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momentum (Wood 1991; Schofield et al. 2000; English Heritage 2003; 
Schofield 2005). World War I, “Great War” archaeology (Silberman 2004; 
Robertshaw and Kenyon 2008) has particularly captured the public 
 imagination. Twentieth-century wars left mines, bombs, grenades, rockets, 
mortars, bullets, and other nasty bits of military materiel all over the world 
(see www.uxoinfo.com). These hazards lend a little adventure to the pursuit 
of archaeology (Spennemann 1998; Linck and Vann 2001).

The application of archaeological techniques has also expanded into the 
study of other fields of conflict, such as the landscape associated with the 
1913–1914 coalfield war in Colorado, one of the most violent strikes in 
American history (McGuire and Larkin 2009). Like others engaged in similar 
pursuits, the avowed objective of the Ludlow Collective team is to tell the 
story of the miners and their families.

The first international conference on battlefield archaeology was held in 
2000 in Glasgow. The resulting volume (Freeman and Pollard 2001) intro-
duced the term “fields of conflict,” which seems to have been enthusiasti-
cally taken up by the profession, since it conveys a much greater breadth of 
meaning than “battlefield.” This new subdiscipline is growing rapidly, with 
information about the results of research appearing in both scholarly and 
popular venues, books, journals, and conferences. For example, television 
programs in Britain (Battlefield Detectives and Two Men in a Trench) about 
battlefield archaeology made stars of the investigators (Pollard and Olive 
2002; Wason 2003). In 2009 and 2010, there were several conferences focus-
ing on or touching on various aspects of conflict archaeology, and more 
are planned for 2011. Perhaps most telling of the maturing of this field, 
the University of Glasgow now offers an advanced degree in Battlefield and 
Conflict Archaeology.

Archaeological information is degraded by time, agriculture, salvage of usa-
ble materials, and looting both immediately after the battle and in modern 
times (Robertshaw et al. 2008:39), as well as by the interested visitor who picks 
up “arrowheads” and musket balls. Despite the toll these activities have taken 
on battlefields in an historic sense, most battlefields retain enough value as 
historical records to make them valuable places of research by archaeologists.

Archaeological documentation must be preceded by as much historical, 
archival research as is possible. Written accounts, maps, orders, messages, let-
ters, all are part of the written record that should be carefully and objectively 
examined. National, regional and local archives, military museums, libraries, 
and the records of military organizations are all resources to be scoured. If the 
conflict took place in prehistory, traditional place-names and stories may offer 
something of an alternative to written historical sources and maps. In the case 
of recent conflicts, oral histories can provide an added layer of meaning to the 
story of the event.

Battlefields are landscapes, and reconstructing the topography at the time 
of the action is the next priority. In addition to using physical and  documentary 
evidence, and researching the landscape elements that provided tactical 
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 opportunities and challenges for the commanders, other aspects of geography 
must also be considered. The importance of geographic factors in the conduct 
of battle has long been recognized in military history (Perrett 1990; Collins 
1998; Winters et al. 1998; Hill and Wileman 2002). Knowledge of how these 
factors were at work during battle can also aid in the interpretation of the bat-
tlefield. Weather, terrain, soils and geology, vegetation, and waterways can all 
influence how a battle is waged and may be a decisive factor in the outcome. 
All the components and features that contribute to the landscape’s historic 
character should be recorded.

Placing the historical events into that reconstructed terrain is the next step. 
This is done using topographical clues in concert with contemporary accounts 
of the action, maps, and other documentary information on troop numbers 
interpreted according to the evidence of military practice of the period. 
Methods typically employed include:

Surface survey (fieldwalking): This very low-tech but effective method  consists  ●

of one or (preferably) a number of archaeologists walking across a chosen 
locale, looking for artifacts. The locations are marked, then mapped, and in 
some instances artifacts are collected and subjected to further  analysis.
Earthwork surveys: This involves the mapping and characterization of  ●

earthworks such as trenches, tunnels, foxholes, etc. (NPS 1998).
Geophysical survey: Metal detectors have proven very cost-effective in  ●

many battlefield investigations.
Magnetometer: These instruments record differences in the distortion of the  ●

earth’s magnetic field and can be used as a crude indicator of ferrous metals.
Electrical Earth Resistance Meter: This instrument records the difference  ●

in the electrical conductivity or moisture content in soil, which can reveal 
the presence of ditches or walls.

Finally comes the all-important mapping, recovery, and analysis of battle- 
related artifacts with the aim of understanding the battle with greater preci-
sion. In some cases individual behaviors can be discovered using the physical 
data. This is the answer to the question: “What is the point of digging all this 
stuff up?” The answer lies in the context. By looking closely at where these 
objects were found and their relationships with one another, real insights can 
be gained into how life was lived in the trenches, and what conditions were 
like (Robertshaw and Kenyon 2008:37).

As a result of the work that has taken place in the past two decades, there is 
now ample guidance on various aspects of battlefield investigation (e.g., 
Andrus 1999; Smith et al. 2003; Sutherland 2005; Pratt 2007). There are also 
many fine examples of battlefield documentation, in print and on the Internet 
(Geier and Potter 2003; Pollard and Banks 2006a, 2006b, 2007). The Conflict 
Archaeology International Network (cairnworld.free.fr) was established for 
the inter-communication of those who take part “in some aspect of battlefield 
archaeology related topics.”
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Commemoration and Protection

Around the world, the interest in, and mechanisms for, protecting conflict 
landscapes varies widely. The reasons are economic, political, cultural, and 
often reflect the relative power of the winners and losers of the conflict. The 
maintenance of cemeteries, memorials, or museums is the most common form 
of commemoration across the globe. For a variety of reasons (Smith 1999) 
the United States has had a much more aggressive policy regarding the pres-
ervation of battlefield landscapes than any other nation, much of it concen-
trated on battlefields of the American Civil War.

During the Battle of Gettysburg, in July 1863, more than 51,000 soldiers 
of the Union and the Confederacy were killed, wounded, or went missing. 
The historical importance of this battle was recognized and efforts at com-
memoration began immediately. Within weeks a local citizen began buying up 
small parts of the battlefield in order to provide an appropriate burial location 
for Union soldiers. By August of that year, the Gettysburg Battlefield Memorial 
Association was formed to oversee the acquisition of historically important 
lands. This began the long, complex, and continuing effort to preserve Civil 
War battlefields and those of other conflicts (Lee 1973; Linenthal 1993; Weeks 
2003). The association provided the model for commemorating other Civil 
War activities. What happened at Gettysburg is also an excellent study in the 
mellowing that can take place between rivals years after a battle. Originally 
seen as a tribute to the valor and sacrifice of the Union, commemoration at 
Gettysburg would eventually be joined in by Southerners as well.

Earlier conflicts, such as those of the Revolutionary War, had been com-
memorated primarily by monuments. But the Civil War “left behind landscapes 
devastated by the violence and destruction of war, yet imbued with meanings 
more profound than mere pastoral beauty. The battlefields would no longer be 
taken for granted as ordinary fields and wooded lands …” (Sellars 2005:30).

During the 1890s, Congress established five battlefield parks (Smith 2008), 
including one at Chickamauga, where the South had prevailed. It was with the 
establishment of the Chickamauga and Chattanooga National Military Park 
that the idea of preserving an entire battlefield was implemented for the first 
time in America (Smith 2009:xvii). The impetus for this preservation was to 
memorialize the bravery and sacrifice of the men fallen in battle, to provide a 
scene of national reconciliation as veterans met at annual commemorations, 
and to play a unique role in professional military education (e.g., Civil War 
“staff rides”). Linenthal (1993) provides a fascinating study of this particularly 
American approach to battlefields.

In 1988, the federal government, spurred on by public outrage over a 
 proposed shopping mall development at a Civil War battlefield known as 
Second Manassas, purchased 542 acres of land next to the Manassas National 
Battlefield Park. It was costly and highlighted the need to have a better 
 strategy for protecting significant battle landscapes. A federal Civil War Sites 
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Advisory Commission (CWAC) was established in 1990. The 1993 report 
identified over 10,500 locations where battles or skirmishes took place  during 
the Civil War, with 384 identified as “principal battles.” The CWAC gave the 
following as reasons for preserving battlefields as “an important educational 
asset for the nation”:

Seeing the battlefield is basic to an understanding of military campaigns  ●

and battles, while the latter are crucial to comprehending all other aspects 
of the Civil War.
To be upon a battlefield is to experience an emotional empathy with the  ●

men and, in fact, the women, who fought there.
Clashing convictions and the determination to defend them cost the nation  ●

620,000 lives.
The values tested and clarified in that great conflict are what continue to  ●

bind the nation together today. (CWAC 1993:Executive Summary).

Concerns over the integrity of these identified properties prompted the 
establishment of the American Battlefield Protection Program (ABPP) in 
1996 as part of the National Park Service (NPS 1997). Although originally 
intended to deal with Civil War sites, the scope of the program was broadened 
to include all battles fought on US soil. Another federal study, completed in 
2007, found 243 battlefields associated with the Revolutionary War and the 
War of 1812. No similar study has yet been done for the “Indian Wars” of the 
west, the French-Indian Wars, King Phillip’s War, or episodes of “civil unrest.” 
The oldest battlefield investigated under grants from ABPP is the Siege of 
Saybrook (1635, Pequot War, Connecticut) and the youngest the battles of 
Peleliu (1944, Republic of Palau) and Saipan (1944, Commonwealth of the 
Northern Marianas).3 The goals of the program are:

1) to protect battlefields and sites associated with armed conflicts that influenced 
the course of our history 2) to encourage and assist all Americans in planning for 
the preservation, management and interpretation of these sites and 3) to raise 
awareness of the importance of preserving battlefields and related sites for future 
generations. The ABPP focuses primarily on land use, cultural resource and site 
management planning, and public education. (ABPP web site)

The ABPP works with battlefield “friends” groups, developers, landowners, 
and state and local officials to foster non-federal stewardship of historic bat-
tlefields. Although the federal government has been relatively active, the pri-
mary mechanism in the United States for the protection of battlefields has 
been passionate grassroots organizations that are formed to save battlefields, 
or a specific battlefield, from development or other damage. These groups are 
usually non-profit foundations that raise money to buy parcels of land that are 
in peril, and then find ways to either donate it to a land managing agency, such 
as the National Park Service, or a state park, or to manage it themselves. 
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The Civil War Preservation Trust is the largest and most active of these friends 
groups, but there are dozens of other groups devoted to the protection of 
battlefields where Americans have fought, both on US soil and abroad.

Although Britain has a notable interest in history, protection for its battlefields 
has been slow in developing. English Heritage is the official advisor on matters 
of historic preservation in England. Its duties are to “secure the preservation of 
ancient monuments and historic buildings, to promote the preservation and 
enhance the character and appearance of conservation areas, and promote the 
public’s enjoyment and knowledge of ancient environments and historic build-
ings” (Schofield 2009:140). The Register of Historic Battlefields was established 
under English Heritage in 1995 “to encourage local authorities, owners, and 
others to understand the importance of these sites.” This gives battlefields con-
sideration in the planning process, but offers no statutory protection.

Of the approximately 270 known battlefields in England (Smurthwaite 
1984), 43 are currently included in the register. The criteria for listing are quite 
strict. The engagement must have involved military units, the outcome must 
have had national, military, or political significance, and precise definition of 
the area where the event took place must be possible. Current condition, future 
vulnerability, and ‘ambience’ are also considered. The panel of experts that set 
up the criteria originally considered that a battle must have involved at least 
1,000 men, lasted at least an hour, and resulted in at least 100 casualties (David 
Smurthwaite [National Army Museum], quoted in Gillie 1994). These criteria 
are currently (2010) undergoing revision (English Heritage web site: http://
www.english-heritage.org.uk/protecting/heritage-protection/criteria-for-
protection/battlefield-designation-criteria-and-grading/). Only one of the 
registered battlefields (Maldon in Essex, AD 991) is owned by the National 
Trust of Britain; four of them have associated visitor facilities. Many of the sites 
have been damaged by the uncontrolled collection of objects by amateur treas-
ure hunters using metal detectors. This destroys the archaeological evidence of 
how battles were fought, and their true extent on the landscape. Few have yet 
been investigated using modern archaeological methods. An exception to this 
is Towton, where extremely thorough archaeological research and forensic sci-
ence have provided a reconsideration of the history of the battle (Sutherland 
and Schmidt 2003; Fiorato et al. 2000).

The Battlefields Trust, founded in the United Kingdom in 1993, is dedi-
cated “to the preservation, interpretation and presentation of battlefield sites 
as educational and heritage resources.” Although started in reaction to the 
imminent destruction of a major battlefield in Britain (Naseby, a decisive bat-
tle of the English Civil War), the Trust is concerned with battlefields under 
threat internationally (www.battlefield trust.com). The Battlefields Trust lists 
358 fields of conflict for Scotland, 21 of which are considered major battle-
fields. Heritage Scotland is in the process of drawing up a comprehensive list 
of the country’s most important battlefields, with completion expected in 
2011; the intent is that local councils will then have to give consideration to a 
site’s history when evaluating development applications. To be included in 
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that register, a battlefield must be considered of national importance in  relation 
to one or more of the following factors: a) association with historical events or 
figures of national significance, b) significant physical remains and/or archae-
ological potential, c) landscape context. Additionally, it must be capable of 
definition on a modern map. Similar efforts for a comprehensive inventory are 
afoot in Wales. In the remainder of Europe, preservation efforts have concen-
trated on cemeteries, monuments, and museums (Blades 2003). In other parts 
of the world, South Africa, following the National Resource Heritage Act 25 
of 1999, has a framework for dealing with the many battlefields left from the 
Boer Zulu War, Anglo-Boer War, and the Anglo-Zulu War. Battle trails for 
heritage tourism have been developed in association with local communities, 
and tourism to these sites is increasing (Moeller 2005).

Across the world there are a few very good examples of battlefield parks set 
aside for commemorative and historical reasons and even more with passive 
preservation. Guidance for documenting and providing a “management 
framework” for landscapes is available from a variety of sources (Birnbaum 
1994), but rarely for battlefields in particular (Andrus 1999; Gossett 2001). 
There are, however, numerous examples of preservation plans that have been 
prepared for a specific battlefield (Hutchinson and Kilby 2003), or for a 
regional series of battlefields (Look and Spennemann 1993; Heritage Partners 
2000). These can be obtained from “friends of …” organizations and are 
sometimes posted on the Internet.

Battles Over Battlefields

Developers have flexibility when it comes to choosing sites for commercial ven-
tures, but we cannot change where history happened. Battlefields cannot be 
moved or reconstructed elsewhere; their historic significance is fixed perma-
nently by events that happened upon previously unexceptional ground. The 
land itself tells much of the story.4

Fields of conflict, especially battlefields, seem to be endlessly fascinating to 
humans, although this probably does not apply to those who were displaced by 
them and who must try to rebuild their lives when the fighting stops. When the 
sting starts to heal, veterans of the battle, descendants of veterans, patriots, 
historians, children, neighbors, local and national tourism councils, battle reen-
actors, local merchants, tourists, government officials who may wish to use the 
battle for its particular propaganda, all have an interest in  battlefields. Often 
the reasons for preserving the historical landscape of a  battlefield (the topogra-
phy, artifacts, and earthworks or other features present at the time of the event) 
in addition to the memorial landscape (monuments and cemeteries) are bound 
up with the idea of consecrated land, hallowed ground, the idea that the land 
has been “bought with the blood of the fallen” (Price 2006).

The battlefield is both a physical and an emotional landscape. As discussed 
above, there are official criteria used by national entities (e.g., the US National 
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Register, English Trust, Scottish Trust), but in the case of battlefields, there 
are additional layers of meaning. Someone will always disagree with the offi-
cial considerations for “importance” if they have a particular interest in, or 
connection with, a battlefield.

Some questions about the evaluation of battlefields can be answered with a 
degree of objectivity: Who was fighting? Who won and who lost? How many 
died or were wounded? But others – sometimes formally posed, sometimes 
not, are much more subjective. Are the descendants of the warriors the same 
people who live in the area now? Are the issues that were in contention still 
alive in the population? Who is doing the evaluation? A military historian, a 
professional archaeologist, a community planner? All of these? How different 
groups evaluate a battlefield depends on all these and other factors. In many 
ways, battlefields may be thought of as traditional cultural properties (Parker 
and King 1990). Even if they may have little evident physical integrity, few 
artifacts, and hazy boundaries, it could be argued that the emotional attach-
ment of devoted “friends” makes battlefields worthy of preservation. Whether 
and how such preservation might be achieved is another question.

Physical preservation is designed to preserve the sanctity of the site itself and to 
separate sacred space from surrounding secular space. There are often attempts to 
restore or to “freeze” the natural landscape of the battlefield as it was at the time of 
the battle so that visitors can reflect on the meaning of the epic event in an “authentic” 
landscape. Those who believe in inviolate boundaries around such sacred space 
often clash with those who prize land for commercial purposes and resent what is to 
them the wasteful veneration of prime property. (Linenthal 2003:5)

Even before the end of World War I memorialization began at battlefields in 
northern France and Belgium. But competing interests began another sort of 
battle, which in some cases continues to the present. The farmers and villagers 
just wanted to get on with their lives, while veterans groups wanted various 
forms of commemoration (Lloyd 1998; Saunders 2001:42). At Verdun, conifers 
were planted on the battlefield, and have now become a forest. But on the 
Somme and around Ypres and Arras, suburban sprawl has been, not so slowly, 
erasing the landscape. Battlefield landscapes sometimes encompass thousands of 
acres. In many parts of the world, especially the eastern United States and Europe, 
rural landscapes of any kind are increasingly threatened by residential, commer-
cial, or industrial development. Preserving battleground landscapes often pro-
motes the continued use of a property for farming, or other open space use. By 
preserving the rural landscape, wildlife habitat, and viewshed, the preservation of 
a battlefield may be a “quality of life” issue for neighbors and local governments. 
The economic value of battlefield tourism may also be an incentive to preserva-
tion for local communities (Kennedy and Porter 1999). But all these interests are 
pitted against the relentless forces of “development” (Nash 2005).

In spite of historic preservation measures available in the United States, 
threats exist to many major battlefields. As this volume is written, a portion of 

King_c17.indd   307King_c17.indd   307 2/4/2011   7:31:20 PM2/4/2011   7:31:20 PM



308  NANCY FARRELL

the May 1864 Battle of the Wilderness, near Orange, Virginia is threatened by 
the proposed construction of a Wal-Mart Super Store, adjacent to Wilderness 
Battlefield National Park.

Ironically, in early May of 1864, while evaluating this same intersection, 
Gen. Ulysses S. Grant recognized a similar potential for military profits. It was at 
this very location that the Union Army established its central command that 
included the headquarters of Generals Grant, Meade and Warren, as well as hospitals 
and supply depots. (Friends of the Wilderness Battlefield: www.fowb.org)

Confederate General Robert E. Lee and his Union counterpart, Ulysses S. 
Grant, first met in battle at the Wilderness, where 180,000 soldiers fought 
and 26,000 were killed or injured. The County granted approval of the devel-
opment of the store location, contending that it is not part of the battlefield 
and “could not even be seen from it” (Shea 2010:31). This convenient confu-
sion stems from the two-component approach to battlefield classification 
inaugurated by the 1993 CWAC and still used by the ABPP. This classification 
defines a “core” area and a “study” area for each battlefield:

The study area of a battlefield includes all places related or contributing to the 
battle event: where troops deployed and maneuvered before, during, and after 
the engagement; it is the maximum delineation of the historical site and provides 
more of the tactical context of a battle than does the core area. [Primary among 
the features on the landscape that may be factors in the conflict are terrain, 
roadways, waterways and fords across these waterways].

The core area of a battlefield is within the study area and includes only those 
places where the combat engagement and key associated actions and features 
were located; the core area includes, among other things, what is often described 
as “hallowed ground.” (CWAC 1993)

The contested parcel at the Wilderness is within the study area, considered the 
historic boundary of the battlefield. The preservation community apparently 
has a long way to go in explaining the importance of the “study area” land-
scape as it contributes to the battlefield experience. One local resident, speak-
ing of the importance of this battle, asked: “Will people learn about it while 
standing in the shadow of a mammoth Wal-Mart?”

Battlefield Tourism: Varying Levels 
of an “Authentic Experience”

Visitation to battlefields is a growing sector of the tourism market. Many 
 battlefields are protected by conservation easements and remain in agricul-
tural production or open space and are not necessarily accessible to the public. 
But if a battlefield is going to be “actively” managed, plans must be laid for 
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maintenance, access, and interpretation. The prospect of tourism and the 
attendant economic gains can aid in the preservation process, especially when 
the local community was not one of the participants in the battle, but the 
recipients of its destruction. This is the case on the Island of Peleliu, Republic 
of Palau, in western Micronesia. During World War II, the Japanese, who had 
had a colonial presence in Palau since 1919, built a landing strip on Peleliu. 
As part of the island-hopping campaign to reach Japan, US forces bombed 
and then invaded the island in 1944. The local population had no part in, or 
wish for, the battle and were left with a shattered homeland island. Now, how-
ever, they have one of the best preserved battlefields in the Pacific and have a 
chance to develop battlefield tourism in addition to the dive tourism that has 
been a mainstay of their economy (Farrell et al. 2009).

Battlefield tourism often begins soon after the end of the conflict, and 
sometimes even during the fighting. Tours to the battlefields of the Spanish 
Civil War were conducted before the war was over (Holguífin 2005). Visitation 
to Waterloo (1815) began immediately after the battle, and the first organized 
tours were conducted in 1854. Thomas Cook conducted tours to battlefields 
in South Africa before the end of the war in 1902; the flow of visitors was 
stopped by the High Commissioner, as it interfered with the fighting (Lloyd 
1998). Visits to the battle sites of the Great War began in 1919, as soon as the 
Armistice was signed. Battlefield tourism is now an active field of study for 
historians, sociologists, anthropologists, and travel industry professionals 
(Ryan 2007).

Tours to battlefields, associated cemeteries, and/or monuments and memo-
rials are now offered in Belgium, Cambodia, China, Cyprus, England, Egypt, 
Finland, France, Germany, Guam, Ireland, India, Indonesia, Japan, Korea, 
Lebanon, Libya, Italy, Malaysia, Malta, Morocco, Myanmar, Netherlands, 
Northern Ireland, Norway, Papua New Guinea, Philippines, Poland, Russia, 
Saipan, Scotland, Singapore, Solomon Islands, South Africa, Spain, Syria, 
Thailand, Tunisia, Turkey, Ukraine, United States, and Vietnam. There are 
guidebooks, in varying degrees of veracity, accuracy, and usefulness, for scores 
of battlefields around the globe.

There are 78 battlefields on the American Heritage Sites web site, which 
lists historic sites open for tourism (www.heritagesites.com). Of these, 38 are 
National Battlefield Parks, administered by the National Park Service (Stevens 
1990). The guiding philosophy behind these efforts is expressed in the fol-
lowing, from the Big Hole National Battlefield (1877) web site:

Big Hole National Battlefield is also an historic site. Beginning with the after-
battle reports of Lt. Colonel John Gibbon and Brig. General O. O. Howard, 
people have been concerned with documenting and reconstructing what 
happened there. Battlefield visitors have come to learn, and battlefield 
caretakers have sought to interpret. First the US Forest Service, then the 
National Park Service, managed the site to preserve historic features and 
cultural artifacts.

King_c17.indd   309King_c17.indd   309 2/4/2011   7:31:20 PM2/4/2011   7:31:20 PM



310  NANCY FARRELL

Like other American battlefields that have been preserved, Big Hole 
National Battlefield combines the qualities of a memorial and an historic site. 
Bridging the two, battlefield preservation has come to involve certain 
conventions that bear a complex relationship to historical time. Visitors expect 
the battlefield to evoke the feeling on the eve of the battle (a peaceful landscape, 
a lost world), and to present cues for visualizing the battle itself (named 
features, interpretive signs), and to memorialize the battle’s legacy (graves, 
monuments, a place of solemn remembrance). In protecting, developing, and 
interpreting the battlefield, site managers have had to balance the demands of 
memorialization and historic preservation.

Canada has over 30 battlefields considered important, or visible enough to 
be listed in guide books; 12 of these are National Historic Sites. South Africa 
has several clusters of battlefields that are part of their “battle trails.” There are 
four battlefields in England with visitor facilities, but most are preserved 
 “passively.” In Europe, there are many museums, cemeteries, and memorials, 
but few actively managed battlefield landscapes. One of these is at Borodino, 
120∼km west of Moscow, Russia. The Battle of Borodino was the last offensive 
action Napoleon fought in Russia and resulted in at least 70,000 casualties. At 
the site of the battle, a museum and associated 800-hectare landscape was 
established in 1839. In 1941, the battlefield was “reused” by Soviet troops 
checking the Nazi advance toward Moscow. The fortifications, trenches, and 
graves of this six-day action have become yet another layer of the history of the 
place and are preserved as well. The State Borodino War and History Museum-
Reserve was awarded the Melina Mercouri International Prize for the 
Safeguarding and Management of Cultural Landscapes by UNESCO-Greece 
in 2007. Another landscape that is still quite intact and well managed is the 
scene of the Battle of Waterloo (1815); pleas for the preservation of this bat-
tlefield appear in print as early as 1911. Here, a new (2009) battlefield tour:

provides a new view of the Battlefield: the image of the “gloomy plain,” visible 
from the top of Lion Mound, changes completely when the visitor discovers the 
undulating landscape, hollow roads, slope lines and crests on which Wellington’s 
army established its positions.

By taking visitors across the Battlefield, the “Battlefield Tour” enables them 
to gain a better understanding of the reasons for the French defeat. By 
discovering the positions of the armies on the ground, the visitor can understand 
Wellington’s tactical intelligence as he had positioned his troops on the crests of 
the hill, forcing the French to attack whilst ascending exposed slopes.” (www.
waterloo1815.be)

The importance of the landscape in understanding the conduct and outcome 
of the battle is again underscored. This is a fundamental reason for the preser-
vation of as much of the battlefield landscape as is possible. Even at Waterloo, 
however, preservation challenges remain. There is a campaign to raise funds to 
save and restore the Hougoumont farmhouse, where the Duke of Wellington 
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and his troops staged a defense that turned the tide of the battle with the 
French. The project hopes to raise about 3 million euros so that restoration 
will be complete by the 200th anniversary in 2015.

Shifting Interpretations, Shifting 
Needs: The Battles Continue

Ideological manipulation of the past takes place with most historic properties, 
but the field of conflict is particularly susceptible to this process. These land-
scapes are symbols of strength and victory or shame and defeat, and always 
sorrow at the loss of life. Even when there is consensus that a battlefield is 
significant and should be preserved and managed, the interpretation of that 
landscape may, and often does, change through time. This is partly because of 
the current perceptions of the owners and neighbors of, and the visitors to, a 
battlefield, but it also reflects shifts in the thinking of historians (Smith 1999) 
and preservation professionals.

An example is the American Civil War Gettysburg National Military Park in 
Pennsylvania. This battlefield is the best known, most written about, most 
managed, and most visited battlefield in America. The placing of monuments 
and markers at Gettysburg began almost immediately after the battle, marking 
the locations of encampments, skirmishes, and specific actions; there are now 
more than 1,300. It is very much a landscape of commemoration and visita-
tion as well as the landscape of an historic battle. In the 1970s, in an effort to 
enhance the visitor experience (and make some money), a developer built a 
307~ft (94~m) observation tower from which great swathes of the battlefield 
could be viewed. This was popular with many sectors of the visiting public, 
though opposed by the National Park Service, historians and local politicians. 
Public opinion gradually shifted, and in 2000, the tower – now considered to 
be intrusive – was demolished.

The Gettysburg Cyclorama building may have a different fate. Cycloramas – 
massive oil-on-canvas paintings depicting panoramic views – were very popu-
lar during the late 1800s. Viewers stood on a platform and the canvas was 
mounted so as to surround them, placing them in the center of the action. 
The result was a three-dimensional effect, literally placing viewers in the center 
of a great historic scene. The “Battle of Gettysburg” Cyclorama portrays the 
final Confederate assault on July 3, 1863. The painting by French artist Paul 
Dominique Philippoteaux was first displayed in Chicago in 1883 and subse-
quently exhibited in Boston for nearly 20 years. After purchase by a Gettysburg 
area businessman, it was displayed in the town for 40 years, then purchased by 
the National Park Service (NPS) and moved to a new facility in Ziegler’s 
Grove, a copse of trees on Cemetery Ridge, target of the pivotal Pickett’s 
Charge. Timed to coincide with the beginning of the Civil War Centennial in 
1962, the Cyclorama Center was part of a federal effort begun under President 
Eisenhower to build visitor facilities at national parks. The Cyclorama Center 
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building was designed by Richard Neutra, one of the foremost American 
architects of the twentieth century.

Here the story of battlefield preservation at Gettysburg gets really compli-
cated. By the late twentieth century, attitudes toward buildings like the 
Cyclorama Center had shifted, at least among NPS managers and profession-
als. In 1999, the NPS announce its intention to demolish the building, move 
the Cyclorama itself to a new building, and restore the Ziegler’s Grove 1860s 
landscape. The Park Service position is that the modernist building is an incur-
sion on the historic site of Pickett’s charge, where Union forces held back a 
Confederate assault on the third day of the battle. Architects and advocates for 
modern heritage from around the world flooded the Park Service with letters 
of support for the building, decrying the planned demolition. The basis for 
this support was not grounded just in the value of the architecture, but in the 
idea that the Cyclorama was itself part of the commemorative landscape. Dion 
Neutra, son of the architect, said his father wanted to commemorate the 
Gettysburg Address and the notion of reconciliation, as opposed to just com-
memorating the battle; the architect had described it as the project closest to 
his heart (Rozzo 2004). The building was determined eligible for inclusion 
on the National Register of Historic Places and was placed on the World 
Monuments Fund Watch List of 100 Most Endangered Sites.

The newly restored cyclorama painting was unveiled in 2008 in the new 
Gettysburg National Military Park Museum and Visitor Center. Demolition 
of the Cyclorama building was temporarily halted by a federal judge in April 
2010. The Park Service may reconsider their position, or it may not. The 
 battles for memory and landscape continue.

Notes

1 See http://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/0,1518,596720,00.html (acce-
ssed Nov. 11, 2010).

2 The Principle of Inherent Military Probability was devised by soldier and historian 
Lieutenant-Colonel Alfred H. Burne (1950, 1952). It involves the application of 
modern military experience to the study of historic battles. In this case the knowl-
edge of fifteenth-century military practices was used in a similar manner.

3 While Peleliu and Saipan are not on US soil per se, their study was permitted 
under the statute because of the special political relationships between their 
 governments and the United States.

4 US Civil War Trust web site: http://www.civilwar.org/aboutus/preservation-faqs.
html).
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Managing Our 
Military Heritage

D. Colt Denfeld

CHAPTER 18

Why We Preserve Military Heritage

Military events have greatly influenced history, so military heritage is tremen-
dously important. Many of the most significant events shaping history have 
associations with defense and war. Preserving military heritage helps us 
understand societal values and traditions. In the United States these events 
include the War for Independence, Westward Expansion, the Indian Wars, 
and the Civil War. Saving military heritage assumed a more global focus with 
World Wars I and II, the Korean War, Vietnam, the Cold War, and since 
2001 the anti-terrorism struggle. Each of these defining moments and 
 sacrifice symbols left historic resources to be preserved. These include more 
than just military sites. The civilian war effort should be recognized and hon-
ored. This includes home-front industrial plants, shipyards, and community 
recreation such as United Service Organizations (USO) clubhouses and Stage 
Door Canteens. The military heritage associated with these events include: 
 buildings and structures, cultural items, objects, landscapes, records, and 
artifact  collections.

Heritage tourism has become more popular, with military sites high on 
visitors lists. Fort Moultrie, South Carolina, Forts Barry and Cronkhite, in 
San Francisco, and other former military posts receive many visitors. Today 
the former Presidio of San Francisco welcomes large crowds of people coming 
to run, walk, work, or just enjoy the history and architecture. The growth in 
the number of preserved and open naval vessels further demonstrates this 
trend. In 1947 the United States had only two preserved naval vessels on 
 display and today about 120 ships. Heritage tourism on active military bases 
has declined since the 2001 terrorist attacks and the increased security that 
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followed. This sealing off significant sites should encourage historic property 
personnel to provide greater public outreach, using modern media  technologies 
to bring the historic properties to the audience. It also requires that historic 
property or cultural resource professionals working on active bases invite more 
public involvement.

Who Saves Our Military Heritage?

Historic property professionals, or cultural resource professionals, have an 
awesome responsibility to locate, identify, evaluate, and preserve significant 
military heritage places. With this comes an obligation to honor sacrifices 
through preservation, telling the story, and making the sites accessible. Since 
various organizations manage military heritage locations their care will be 
accomplished using differing methods and with varying degrees of success. 
The four main groups that hold and manage military heritage are the 
Department of Defense (DoD), National Park Service and other federal agen-
cies, state and local governments, and private owners. The DoD with its large 
land holding and building inventory functions as a primary historic properties 
manager. This agency employs historic properties professionals to locate and 
manage military heritage. These employees may be full-time or contracted for 
specific projects, creating a real problem. The professional owes her or his 
employment to DoD, the proponent agency, and to please the agency may 
find it difficult to fight for historic preservation. Also, this agency has viewed 
historic preservation as “collateral duty,” not the important duty and not a 
cost of doing business as it should be considered. The Department of Defense 
reduced its funding for military heritage protection, had inadequate staffing, 
and too often failed to involve regulatory agencies or the public in its decision 
making. These agency shortcomings require two reactions. First, the historic 
properties professional must give a strong priority to the heritage resource, 
maintaining a professional integrity. Second, the public should demand that 
federal agencies respect heritage sites. This must include meaningful public 
participation in the process.

The National Park Service (NPS), as manager of significant military places, 
with greater historic preservation awareness, has a different problem, that of 
funding limitations. This funding situation has delayed obtaining and preserv-
ing military heritage sites. The limited funding also places pressure to focus on 
income production. At the Presidio of San Francisco, the managing Presidio 
Trust (NPS is a collaborative partner) has sought new income-producing 
facilities that would have a negative impact on the historical Presidio. It took 
public concern and protests to block an intrusive new museum and question 
a new hotel in the Presidio.

A number of former forts and camps have become state or local parks and 
receive a large number of visitors. Fort Verde State Historic Park, Arizona, 
one of the best-preserved Indian Wars forts, informs and entertains many. 

King_c18.indd   320King_c18.indd   320 2/4/2011   7:32:21 PM2/4/2011   7:32:21 PM



MANAGING OUR MILITARY HERITAGE  321

This fort and others, now state or local parks, serve as heritage tourism, 
 drawing guests to an area. Here also, funding shortages threaten building and 
object preservation.

Private ownership represents a wide range in preservation attitudes and 
results. There are former bases where developers have demonstrated little 
concern for historic preservation, but also private projects that have wonder-
fully preserved military heritage. Interest groups, through a labor of love, 
have accomplished a great deal in historic preservation. For example, there are 
in a number of countries students of coastal defenses who have spent a lifetime 
studying and working to protect coastal defense heritage. Of course, the big-
gest challenge for interest groups and private preservation efforts is obtaining 
the funding or support to maintain historic properties. There are other inter-
est groups that have protected aircraft, naval vessels, military vehicles, camps, 
forts, and bases. Some of these organizations play a direct role by obtaining 
and preserving military objects. These groups also do research, share informa-
tion, educate, and provide guidance to the military heritage researcher.

Over the past 40 years cultural resource laws and regulations have been 
formulated to guide historic preservation. These laws come into play with 
federal funding so do not usually apply to state parks and private properties. 
The regulations lay out a simple process, but one far from insuring heritage 
protection. They are laws rarely backed up with fines or penalties for non-
compliance. These laws come into force when federal funding occurs. Then 
the federal agency consults with the State Historic Preservation Officer 
(SHPO) and other consulting parties when a project (undertaking) may have 
a possible historic properties impact. The agency determines a scope of work 
to locate historic properties and the area to be affected (Area of Potential 
Effect (APE) ). Then historic properties within the APE are identified, and 
National Register of Historic Places eligibility determined in consultation with 
the SHPO and others. Should the undertaking have adverse effects, consulta-
tion addresses ways to resolve these effects. The resolution may involve an 
agreement spelling out the resolution methods. If no agreement can be 
reached the Advisory Council for Historic Preservation becomes involved and 
recommends action which the agency considers. The National Historic 
Preservation Act is the guiding legislation, with its Section 106 the most 
 frequent consideration. Other nations have similar legislation. The initial steps 
are to develop an historic context and locate historic properties.

Locating Our Military Heritage

A survey or inventory can locate historic properties. During this phase  military 
features are located and identified. However, a survey is not always required 
since previous studies and literature may exist that adequately delineate the 
site. Employing existing data may require confirming that no major changes 
have occurred that alter the properties or setting.
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When an assessment or survey is required an historic context directs us to 
what to look for, the patterns, themes to understand a specific event or prop-
erty, what is important to identify on the ground. Histories and archival infor-
mation provide the historic context material alerting us to the physical relics 
that relate history. Given the importance of military history, many sources are 
available, with published military histories a good initial source. Primary archi-
val data is voluminous and can be found in the National Archives and Records 
Administration (NARA), military branch archives, military museums, and other 
federal, state, and local centers. When working on a military installation there 
may be property files, architectural drawings, and maps. When researching in 
other nations similar archives exist. Germany’s Bundesarchiv/Militärarchiv 
contains a massive collection, as does the United Kingdom’s National Archives, 
Imperial War Museum, and War Office Records.

Diligence leads to the most informative data sources for a particular historic 
property. In some cases the research may have been accomplished, saving 
much effort. Someone identifying an English pillbox can turn to the English 
Heritage organization, whose volunteers have systematically documented sur-
viving World War II anti-invasion defenses across the nation. In the United 
States the National Park Service has published theme studies concerning mili-
tary history. The Department of Defense Legacy Resource Management 
Program has funded a number of inventories and military heritage historic 
context studies. Oral history collections abound and may answer research 
questions. Enthusiast organizations collect and disseminate information.

Additional military data sources include base guides, maps in base guides, 
base and local newspapers, veteran and employee accounts. Trade or construc-
tion publications that describe construction and building projects are an 
underused resource. Rarely does the researcher have the time or funding to 
adequately locate and collect enough data. A systematic data collection effort 
should find sufficient information to correctly identify resources. Also, the 
researcher must remember that any single piece of evidence may be wrong.

The collected data enables identification of what best characterizes the site. 
For example, if a military base contains a distinguished architect’s work the 
context discusses their contribution to the field, and design uniqueness. The 
historic context should lead the researcher to the most significant features. 
However, histories may also perpetuate historical errors, as each subsequent 
researcher can pass on errors. One case illustrates perpetuating misinforma-
tion: The historic Fort Lewis, Washington, stone and timber main gate has 
been assessed a few times and each account describes it being disassembled 
stone by stone, numbering each stone, and then rebuilding it piece by piece 
at its present location in 1957. This common account based upon a con-
temporary newspaper article has become fact. However, engineering records 
demonstrate that a replica gate went up with new materials.

With the historic context cultural resource fieldwork requires systematic 
feature inventory, to include buildings, objects, and landscape. We seek to 
document the features and distinguish their relationship to the historic  context. 
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Unused or vacant sites often necessitate more extensive inventory work. 
Survey efforts at Navy training land on Tinian Island in the Northern Mariana 
Islands provide a good example. Tinian, one of the most significant World 
War II places, recalls major historical events: Japanese pre-war agricultural use, 
a Japanese air base, Japanese coastal defenses that fired on the invasion ships 
with deadly effect, US Marine landing and invasion (considered the most per-
fect of the war), and the battle between Japanese defenders and invading 
Marines. Following the invasion Tinian became a huge B-29 bomber airfield, 
atomic bomb assembly area, and home to the B-29s that dropped the atomic 
bombs. Following the war the massive American base was abandoned and left 
unused for many years. Then, in the 1990s the Navy leased portions for mod-
ern Marine amphibious assault and jungle training. Contractors have been 
employed by the Navy to locate, identify, and make National Register of 
Historic Places eligibility determinations. Some of the studies made conserva-
tion recommendations. Many features survived since the land had been aban-
doned soon after the war and unused for over 40 years. On the negative side, 
this meant that dense jungle growth would impede ground surveys.

The first step had contractors obtaining archival data. With so many layers 
of history, materials would come from a variety of sources. Prewar data came 
from Japanese archives and research studies. Many sources had World War II 
data, with some of the more relevant information in the National Archives, 
Naval Construction Battalion Museum and Archives, and veterans in Seabee 
associations. Some unexpected sources included a Korean Memorial organiza-
tion with files regarding Koreans drafted into Japanese Labor battalions. With 
the data historic contexts were prepared and they alerted field researchers to 
the types of features that might be encountered and their relationship to most 
significant war in history.

The surveys located surviving material from native villages, Japanese agricul-
ture, Japanese military construction, battle features, American base construc-
tion, and the atomic mission. Archival data made possible the distinguishing 
of one layer from another. For example, the American military construction 
employed standardized buildings; Quonset huts and other buildings with 
known plans and dimensions allowed for field identification. The Japanese 
buildings and foundations could be identified by plans available in the cap-
tured files, in the National Archives. Few American buildings survived as they 
had been metal Quonset huts, long ago removed as scrap.

Motion picture film located at the National Archives documented the 
loading of the two atomic bombs. This film proved invaluable in identifying 
and documenting the two atomic bomb loading pits. A photo album from 
the 509th Composite Group, who flew the atomic bomb missions, offered 
photographs with details of their camp, ordnance area, and bomb assembly 
area. Archival maps identified the location of the forgotten bomb assembly 
area and construction drawings detailed its layout and functions. Another 
source, Seabee veterans, contributed photographs and oral histories that 
solved mysteries. During a field survey pipes found sticking out of the coral 
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limestone at angles raised identification questions. A 107th Naval Construction 
Battalion veteran’s photograph collection showed one of these pipes with a 
caption identifying it as a urinal. Additional 107th NCB photographs allowed 
 identification of ruins from an elaborate stone-walled beer garden.

Avoidance and protection from training damage became the recommended 
treatment. This has been difficult since the Marines found the former Japanese 
buildings attractive targets and added more damage. Later surveys had to 
repeat the original management recommendations. The local government has 
taken some action to preserve features as part of heritage tourism. They have 
controlled invasive plant growth, placed interpretative signage, and cleaned 
out the atomic bomb loading pits.

Not all historic property studies represent large surveys or studies. Many 
involve small-scale work, with just one or a few buildings to be identified and 
evaluated. This smaller-scale inventory will not justify extensive archival 
research, testing our ability to find the appropriate information. A proposed 
renovation of an isolated Fort Bragg, North Carolina, building required his-
torical records but an extensive survey would not be possible. The small 
masonry block building serving in 2004 as a veterinarian surgery facility had 
a 1936 construction date, according to Army property records. Architectural 
drawings and newspaper articles further identified it as a Citizens Military 
Training Camp (CMTC) mess hall. These camps offered young men four 
weeks’ military training every summer from 1921 through 1940. The military 
hoped to improve young citizens and at the same time introduce them to the 
military. After four summers participants became eligible for Officer Reserve 
Corps commissions. While CMTC camps functioned at Army posts across the 
nation, very few features have survived, making this building important in 
recording CMTC history.

Having abundant and excellent records is unusual. More often records have 
been lost, cannot be readily found, or are incorrect. Historic properties work 
is filled with erroneous identifications based upon dependence on one source, 
even an official record. Another Fort Lewis example: official property records 
listed a building as a 1948 structure of temporary construction, which led to 
its scheduled demolition. During historic property surveys this building 
became a non-contributing element in an historic district. Additional research 
located period photographs and 1940s base newspaper articles describing its 
conversion from a 1917 wagon shed to a hobby shop. A visual inspection of 
the building found it had 1917-era wood siding and windows. The former 
wagon shed had integrity of materials and design. The building could be 
 correctly listed as a contributing element to the district.

Failure to find relevant data may lead to improper evaluations. During a 
survey at Pointe du Hoc, the famous Normandy D-Day battlefield, battle 
debris was recorded as significant features. Remarkably, these features had 
considerable definition and intactness, recalling the horrible combat here 
50 years ago. This should alert the researcher, and additional research discov-
ered that features had been created for a war film shot here. Nissen-hut wall 
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art at the RAF Binbrook base in England has been wrongly viewed as a 
World War II creation when in fact it had been painted for the 1989 filming 
of Memphis Belle. Another example where a movie relic could deceive historic 
property analysis is a “Japanese Zero” aircraft, in waters off Oahu. This plane 
in fact is an AT-6 Texan, modified to look like a Zero for the movie Tora! 
Tora! Tora! More examples could be cited, but our cautionary warning is that 
some things are too good to be true. These examples reinforce the need to 
employ a wide range of sources and to question findings.

A major event in military heritage preservation has been base closures. Since 
World War II military requirements have changed and fewer bases are needed. 
Following the war hundreds of bases closed, with buildings demolished, the 
land sold or transferred to other entities, and facilities found new uses. Still the 
number of bases exceeded the needs and since the 1960s hundreds more have 
closed. In 1988 the closure process became more systematic with establish-
ment of the Base Realignment and Closure Commission. The preservation of 
historic properties and objects has been included in the realignment and clo-
sure process. This process can provide for assessment and development of pro-
tection strategies in partnership with interested groups. These plans have the 
potential to save significant features and open the heritage sites to the public.

While base closing can have positive outcomes, redevelopment may pose a 
threat to historic properties. The new property managers may seek income-
producing opportunities that override historic preservation. Many former 
bases exhibit low land usage, with parade grounds and other open space that 
are inviting targets for new construction. This new construction may nega-
tively impact the landscape and historic views. Proposed new construction at 
the Presidio of San Francisco did attempt to make use of historically impor-
tant open spaces. Former Air Force bases have runways that can be built upon, 
causing the loss of the defining features of the airfield.

Historic research and inventories fulfill a positive role in adding to our 
knowledge and understanding. In a few situations harm can result. When cer-
tain objects are located and identified in reports, salvors and souvenir hunters 
may follow. This is especially true with historic aircraft and parts that have a 
very high value. Salvage collectors search the globe for crashed aircraft in 
order to recover them or remove parts. Battle objects such as weapons, can-
teens, and military equipment disappear. Following publication of a Peleliu 
Island field survey, artifacts noted in a headquarter cave disappeared.

Significant Military Heritage

For federal undertakings the National Register of Historic Places guides our 
decision making. The National Register criterion for eligibility reflects the 
quality of American history significance, architecture, archaeology, engineer-
ing, and culture. This can present itself in districts, sites, buildings, structures, 
and objects that possess integrity (intact with respect to location, design, 
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 setting, materials, workmanship, and feeling). Generally, this is applied to 
buildings, structures over 50 years old, or very exceptional Cold War or other 
significant features. Our historic context indicating the important themes 
functions as a tool to evaluate survey features. We ask if the location and 
 features represent the historic context. Do the area buildings reflect its period 
of significance or recall other, not significant periods? What is present to 
 represent the historic context? Do a number of significant buildings survive, 
creating an historic district?

The surveys and assessments should be considered living documents sub-
ject to change. For example, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas contains a 213-acre 
National Historic Landmark District, established in 1974. This district recog-
nizes the post’s national significance as the oldest active army post west of the 
Mississippi River and a forward protection place of the westward movement. 
A 1995 National Park Service study employing a better delineated historic 
context revised the landmark area and reduced the number of contributing 
buildings. The Pearl Harbor National Historic Landmark serves as another 
and more recent example. In 1999 the Navy proposed extensive new housing 
and shopping malls that would dramatically alter Ford Island in the landmark 
district. A more intensive island assessment to identify December 7th features 
became necessary. A number of impressive reminders of the attack, including 
bullet holes, defensive gun positions, the intact pre-World War II runway and 
1920s bungalows, demonstrated the exceptional integrity of the island. This 
supported preservationist and public concern regarding new construction that 
would destroy significant features. In 2001 the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation listed the island on its “11 most endangered” list. The protests 
continued and the Navy revised its plans, preserving and reusing the historic 
theatre and hangars while still constructing new homes.

Wars leave behind evidence in structures that may serve well to visually 
recall history. Surviving structures of the American Civil War and of World 
Wars I and II include trench works that represent infantry defense and anti-
invasion strategies. Integrity and protection become a major issue. With time 
the trenches fill and vegetation covers or destroys them. For example, at Dutch 
Harbor, Aleutian Islands, Alaska, extensive trench works were dug in early 
1942. When surveyed in 1984 they had largely filled in, with vegetation dra-
matically softening their outlines. Warm-up shelters and wood-bracing along 
the trenches made possible their identification. They became part of the Dutch 
Harbor National Historic Landmark.

Ruins and cultural landscapes may effectively portray significant events and 
reach National Register eligibility. Eglin Air Force Base, Florida, has in its 
training area World War II concrete ruins. These are large chunks of concrete 
and brick left from tests to determine the best methods of destroying German 
V-1 and V-2 rocket launch ramps and facilities. Workers built in secret in only 
12 days replica launch ramps based upon intelligence reports. Once built, 
various attack methods were employed and indicated that minimum-altitude 
aircraft attacks had the most destructive power.
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The military environment creates many unique and interesting structures 
and objects that have survived to recall military presence. Military command-
ers have understood they must fill troops’ idle time and have occupied it with 
labor-intensive projects. Soldiers have painted tree trunks, rocks, and anything 
else that does not move. Japanese soldiers in the Pacific Islands during World 
War II made coral paths to their quarters and lined the paths with distinguish-
ing objects, such as beer bottles placed in the ground creating a border. The 
Allied forces that followed built coral-lined paths, rock fences, and rock art 
work. German prisoners of war in camps built sculptures, fountains, and art 
work of which some has survived.

Military objects such as aircraft, vehicles, landing craft, and construction 
equipment may have significance. A review of military history suggests that 
technology and innovation have played a critical role in battlefield success. In 
World War II the United States could move and build faster than any other 
nation because of the bulldozer, landing craft, Jeep, and C-47 aircraft. To 
understand landing-ship technology and how they function one can turn to 
the Landing Ship, Tank (LST) 325 preservation organization. They have 
restored and opened to the public an amphibious vessel that landed tanks, 
troops, and battle gear onto enemy beaches. In 2000 this veteran’s group 
purchased LST 325 in Greece and sailed the vessel 6,500 miles to the United 
States. Volunteers employing archival materials documented its history and 
design, and carefully restored the vessel. Today, LST 325 has a permanent 
dock and regular hours in Evansville, Indiana.

The National Register of Historic Places plays a central role when federal 
funds are involved. In many other military heritage situations this legislation 
has little relevance. The National Register listing can assist private owners with 
respect to historic preservation tax credits. When it comes to object collection 
other inducements prevail, a desire to preserve the heritage being a major 
driving force. Enthusiasts shine in military vehicle preservation as private 
 vehicle collections dwarf museum collections, and private collectors have more 
faithfully researched and restored them. Members of the Military Vehicle 
Preservation Association, United States, have over 10,000 military vehicles, 
representing virtually all the production models and many experimental 
 versions. Similar organizations exist in England and other countries. When 
cultural resource professionals locate vehicles in field surveys they can contact 
these organizations for assistance in identification and significance evaluations. 
Other military heritage objects such as aircraft, weapons, edged weapons, 
 uniforms, poster art, and military radios are collected and have preservation 
organizations. Many of these organizations excel in public outreach, having 
public shows around the country.

Evaluating Cold War features, buildings, structures, and objects requires 
special consideration. The Navy’s Sound Surveillance System (SOSUS), one 
of the most secret and significant Cold War programs with its deep-water, 
long-range detection capability, offered early warning tracking of Soviet 
 submarines until outdated. Developed in the 1950s, SOSUS closures began 
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in the late 1990s with the monitoring equipment removed and buildings 
 abandoned. This left the buildings as SOSUS relics, but as nondescript con-
crete block buildings lacking the secret high-technology equipment. Therefore, 
they lost descriptive ability, integrity, and could not effectively relate the his-
toric context.

While it is easy to talk about identifying significant military features,  personal 
and societal biases shape significance evaluation. In the real world there exists 
wide variability in making National Register of Historic Places eligibility deter-
minations. We should be clear how the historic property exhibits valuable 
historical, cultural, scientific, and technological achievements. These impor-
tant contributions must be evident. The contributions are easier to under-
stand and portray when a number of buildings, structures, landscapes, or 
objects related to a specific context survive, thus constituting a district. Should 
a district exist, this enhances our ability to tell the story. Multiple resources 
convey more of the story and can demonstrate a greater number of aspects.

A cultural resource management trend that has weakened the evaluation 
and compliance process has been compliance streamlining. This has simplified 
managing historic properties or cultural resources, but at the cost of reduced 
regulatory oversight. State Historic Preservation Offices and the Advisory 
Council on Historic Preservation have turned over responsibilities to the 
Department of Defense. This reduced review and consultation began in 1983 
when Congress directed the military to dispose of about 24,000 temporary 
World War II buildings. Congress considered these structures as substandard 
housing and dangerous buildings. To meet historic preservation requirements 
a study looked at their history. This research found that millions of soldiers 
had passed through these barracks, during a most formative time of their lives, 
creating never-forgotten memories. Not only did the temporary buildings 
have great emotional value, they had architectural significance. These stand-
ardized buildings involved the development of assembly-line construction, a 
building technique that made possible the postwar suburban housing boom.

To satisfy historic preservation requirements the Department of Defense 
signed a 1986 Programmatic Agreement stipulating that representative types 
of temporary buildings would be recorded in the Historic American Building 
Survey (HABS), Library of Congress. This would be national compliance, to 
cover all World War II temporaries in every state and base. This relieved indi-
vidual facilities of survey and evaluation tasks. With this national agreement 
the buildings could be demolished without restriction. The historical record 
of the World War II mobilization buildup and HABS documentation was 
completed and published with an historic context, construction details, draw-
ings, and photographs. This national action allowed ignoring specific signifi-
cant buildings. Additionally, while HABS offers detailed drawings and limited 
historical records it fails to satisfy many audiences, especially those with a high 
emotional value associated with the historic properties. Social history, life in 
these open-bay barracks, did not receive attention. This national treatment 
left much to be desired.
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In the past few years national evaluation and documentation has become 
more common, further eroding consultation. Between 2002 and 2006 there 
have been national Program Comments, a form of documentation including 
a history and architectural records. These Program Comments cover a cate-
gory of buildings or structures, military family housing from 1949 to 1962, 
and ammunition storage structures. The Program Comments included 
 preparing historic contexts and limited public outreach. This denied local or 
state review and compliance, missing facilities on a local level that might have 
significance.

In a few cases, cultural resource programs have addressed the local 
 significance issues generated by the national surveys and Program Comments. 
An historic properties analysis at Mountain Home Air Force Base, Idaho, 
identified three houses, covered by the 1949–1962 Program Comments 
(Wherry-Capehart Housing), to be National Register eligible as representing 
work by important architects in the International Style. Addressing the miss-
ing history in the national study of 1950s barracks, the Washington State 
Historic Preservation Office and Fort Lewis Cultural Resources Program pro-
duced a media product emphasizing social history. An interactive CD-ROM 
entitled Fort Lewis Division Area Barracks: Meeting the Challenges of the Cold 
War Era told the story of the Cold War and life in the 1950s barracks.

The regulatory oversight erosion continued with the Army’s partnership 
with the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation initiating Army Alternate 
Procedures for its historic preservation review. Under this program the Army 
post identifies how they will comply with the National Historic Preservation 
Act in a chapter of their Integrated Cultural Resource management Plan. 
Then the installation seeks input from the stakeholders concerning the proce-
dures and work out an agreement for the preservation process. Unfortunately, 
the public input part may be slighted, with the alternative procedures sought 
to make life easier, with less overview.

Military Heritage Resource Protection

Following assessments the National Register of Historic Places eligible prop-
erties require treatment. Should the federal undertaking have no adverse 
effect on the historic properties it can continue following appropriate regula-
tory agency concurrence. If an adverse effect has been identified, methods of 
mitigating it must be considered. One approach could have the project, for 
example a new building, relocated to a new site and thus not constitute an 
adverse effect. Another solution would be its redesign so as to remove its 
negative impact. For example, a proposed ten-story building would be out of 
character within a district of four-story structures, so the tall intrusion could 
be reduced in height. Instead of a new building, an existing building, the 
historic structure, could be rehabilitated to serve the purpose of the  proposed 
new one. Too many times the mitigation has been through documentation, 
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preserving by recording the building through architectural drawings before 
its  demolition.

The preferred option should be retaining the historic property. In this situa-
tion the Secretary of the Interior Standards for Treatment of Historic Properties 
calls out four treatments. One treatment is preservation, which emphasizes 
retention of all historic fabric through conservation and repair. This treatment 
strategy lacks practicality in most military heritage situations. If the historic 
building stands on a military installation, continued use will usually be necessary 
and this necessitates upgrades likely to alter the historic fabric. Rehabilitation, 
the second treatment, becomes more desirable. The building rehabilitation 
plans can be designed to maximize saving the features that give it its historic 
character, removing unsympathetic additions, while providing modern office 
space or other uses. A management plan for repair and maintenance offers direc-
tion for the continued protection of historic features. These plans may include 
future removal of unsympathetic additions or repairs. For example, improperly 
repaired stucco could be correctly restored during future maintenance work. 
When a new roof is needed, one closer to the original could be installed. The 
management plan should contain sufficient direction, protecting the historic 
character through regular building condition assessments and maintenance. 
The plan should also contain repair and maintenance guidelines.

The third and fourth Secretary of the Interior treatment approaches, resto-
ration and reconstruction, are not practical. Restoration as a treatment has 
retention of materials from the building’s historic period and removing and 
replacing other materials. For most military heritage situations funding would 
not be forthcoming. Additionally, restoring to earlier conditions creates a 
building not suitable for modern military operations and communications sys-
tems. Reconstruction re-creates a non-surviving building, structure, or land-
scape in all-new materials and is rarely appropriate.

Military heritage protection faces many threats. In the United States the 
“new is better” belief constantly threatens maintaining historic buildings. Given 
a choice, many planners and engineers favor new construction. Even when 
historic properties are saved, funding shortages may prevent quality rehabilita-
tion or adequate maintenance. Unsympathetic repairs, not meeting the pub-
lished Secretary of the Interior Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties 
with Guidance, have had a negative impact on many heritage buildings. The 
2001 terrorist attack striking the Pentagon has added another issue. Today, 
military building anti-terrorist force protection often requires installing blast-
resistant windows. Historic windows have been replaced with force-protection 
windows that greatly diminish the historic building integrity. Retaining his-
torical integrity requires considering alternative security approaches that would 
not include window replacement. Some additional human threats include van-
dalism, arson, salvage theft, and looting. Unoccupied historic buildings await-
ing treatment are often the target of vandals who break windows and destroy 
interiors. This is especially difficult to protect against, with signage and the 
appearance of construction of limited value. Even major protection steps have 
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failed to stop vandals and thieves. At a closed Nike Missile facility outside 
Fairbanks, Alaska, repairs and security enhancements to the perimeter chain-
link fence at its closure failed to stop intruders. Shortly after the closing some-
one removed the entire chain-link fence and vandals quickly destroyed the 
buildings. On remote Kiska Island, in the Aleutians, a large number of Japanese 
weapons and artifacts have been removed by  commercial fishers who retreated 
to the island during storms.

A number of historic buildings in the active military have been rehabilitated 
and turned to new use. They vary dramatically in terms of saving and protect-
ing historic character. At Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, the “Beehive,” a former 
barracks constructed in 1862 and married family housing 1921–1978 (the 
noise of children earned it the name), was rehabilitated into a battle training 
center. Located in a National Landmark Historic District, the exterior  character 
was retained during the 1990 conversion. The new construction in effect built 
a building inside the original. From the outside it now has an unoccupied 
appearance, with the windows closed and no visible activity.

The Presidio Trust has rehabilitated former military buildings at the Presidio 
of San Francisco Park. They have developed plans based upon the Secretary of 
the Interior’s Standards. The former guard house, post office, and bank, all 
over 100 years old, received extensive rehabilitation. This included using 
archival photographs to identify original design elements that could be 
returned. Interior work brought seismic upgrades and modern wiring. The 
design effort focused on the goals of preservation, adaptive use, and making 
it an enduring building.

Rehabilitation may involve adaptive use respecting history while creating an 
effective and modern facility. The Channel Island Occupation Society (CIOS), 
on Jersey in the British Channel Islands, has for over 30 years advocated the 
preservation of World War II German occupation defenses and structures. 
Bunkers and fortifications have been saved by conversion to new uses, restau-
rants, and commercial operations. The CIOS has conducted assessments and 
proposed rehabilitation treatments that maximize historic integrity.

When the government proposed demolition of a gun casemate to build a 
public restroom, the CIOS rallied to save it. They gathered public support 
and, following meetings, the government agreed on preservation and adaptive 
use, converting the casemate into public bathrooms at less cost than demoli-
tion and constructing new facilities. Limited exterior alterations added a door 
and signs for male and female users. The interior received the necessary plumb-
ing; the gun room retained its firing embrasure and a water tank was placed 
there. The reuse provided relief to preservations and many others since.

Managing military heritage can encounter support or resistance based upon 
patriotism. A proposal to exhibit the midget Japanese submarine, HA-19, at 
Pearl Harbor ran into a protest firestorm. Some organizations strongly 
opposed displaying Japanese objects at Pearl Harbor. In South Korea American 
base closures leave behind significant historic properties at risk. At the end of 
the World War II the United States took over former Japanese facilities. 
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Since then the Army has (fortunately) lacked funding to dramatically alter 
surviving Japanese buildings on Seoul’s Yongsan Army Post or other installa-
tions. Today Yongsan contains an excellent collection of significant Japanese 
military architecture, among very few surviving examples. An American force 
drawdown has or will close camps, leaving historic buildings in doubt. The risk 
comes from the Korean government, which has pursued an aggressive dem-
olition of reminders of the brutal Japanese occupation. This demolition has 
included large and impressive architecture across the country. There has been 
some local interest expressed in preserving some of these historic properties, 
so the outcome is not definite.

Politics and American overseas military heritage preservation issues extend 
beyond Korea. For 50 years the United States Army occupied the I.G. Farben 
building in Frankfurt, Germany, a building reflecting historic significance in a 
number of contexts. From its German period, 1928–1946, there is an archi-
tectural importance as distinguished architect, Hans Poelzig, provided a dis-
tinctive design. Additionally, it was the largest office building in Europe until 
the 1950s and unique in its posternosters, continuous non-stop elevators. 
Also, it has a “Smell of Guilt” as the Farben headquarters and its association 
with that company’s use of slave labor and manufacture of Zyklon B lethal gas 
employed in the Nazi gas chambers.

The American military occupied the Farben building in March 1945 as 
Supreme Allied Command headquarters. With Frankfurt in ruins this large 
structure stood out as largely undamaged. This gave way to a persistent rumor 
that General of the Army Dwight D. Eisenhower had ordered that it not be 
bombed so it could become his headquarters. However, no evidence to sup-
port this claim has been found. The building served as American military 
offices until 1995 and during that period significant historic events took place 
here. Reacting to the “Smell of Guilt” American commanders issued orders 
that it not be called the Farben building. None of these orders succeeded, 
with Americans stationed in Germany referring to it by that name to the end. 
In 1995 the United States returned the building to the State of Hesse, who 
turned it over to the University of Frankfurt. The university addressed the 
building guilt association by installing a plaque commemorating slave labor 
victims and all those murdered by Zyklon B gas. Additional university preser-
vation includes retaining the posternosters, which are popular with students.

Movable historic objects preservation generates a preservation debate, with 
some on the side of in situ preservation and others accepting relocation to a 
more sheltered place or one more accessible to visitors. In Alaska, an historic 
P-38 World War II fighter that crashed landed into the Attu Island tundra 
rested here. Some argued that it should be left in place, in its historic location. 
Those favoring moving it spoke of the harmful wet environment and extremely 
limited access that restricted the number of visitors. The relocation propo-
nents prevailed and on June 3, 1999 the Air Force transported it to Elmendorf 
Air Force Base, Anchorage, Alaska. Here volunteers restored the plane and 
installed it on static display at the base’s McCloud Memorial Park.
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Another preservation debate concerns military landscape maintenance. At 
Fort Douaumont, France, preserved trenches receive regular cutting and 
restraining of vegetation so the trenches do not become overgrown. Careful 
plant control allows preservation without too great alteration. Even so, they 
are now soft and gentle, lacking the disorder and mess common to their orig-
inal configurations. One has to look at photographs to get a sense of trench 
life. Vimy Ridge, France, has preserved trenches, but far different as they are 
lined in concrete. This happened soon after the war, when veterans lined the 
trenches with concrete, preserving them while destroying their integrity.

Too often preservation by documentation becomes the selected strategy. 
Historic properties are not renewable resources; once gone they do not come 
back. This “preserve through documentation” records buildings, structures, 
objects, or features in architectural drawings and historical description and 
then demolition. This is the easy way, but has meant the loss of many historic 
elements that could have been saved. The HABS program has been employed 
to document thousands of buildings, including many military examples. 
Another program, Historic American Engineering Record (HAER), estab-
lished in 1969, records technology and engineering achievements. Military 
heritage HAER examples include: the Minuteman missile system, Loring 
AFB, and the Nike missile system. Historic American Landscapes Survey 
(HALS), a more recent program, archives historic landscape records. These 
documentation programs have important shortcomings. While saving build-
ing details, they do not encourage the more difficult task of finding methods 
to retain structures. Also, they do not have a strong public education and 
social history component. The programs have addressed the public outreach 
issue by making the documents more accessible, available at libraries and 
online.

Given the HABS and HAER shortcomings in public outreach and social 
history, cultural resource folks have used other strategies to document historic 
properties. One example is Camp Navajo, Arizona, where an oral history col-
lection mitigated range-development impacts to a wartime village site. The 
village, established in 1942, housed Native American construction workers 
building the camp. Today, only foundations and roads mark the site. The oral 
histories present an image of Navajo and Hopi Indian life in the workers’ vil-
lage. This documentation, with wide distribution, satisfies public education 
elements, disseminating historical information.

The Internet has opened a new preservation avenue, saving records and 
promoting the protection of objects. Of course, web pages vary in accuracy 
and quality. Among the thousands of web sites are some that do an excellent 
job of spelling out the historic context, evaluating significance, and visually 
recording places and things. In the enthusiast category one site includes an 
inventory and histories of former US Air Force bases. The site also has trip 
reports detailing surviving features at former airfields.

Not only must we be concerned about human threats, but natural events as 
well. Among the natural threats are coastal erosion that has destroyed beach 
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defenses and gun positions. At the former Fort Ord, California, coastal  erosion 
threatened its iconic Stilwell Hall or Soldiers Club. General Joseph W. Stilwell 
had encouraged the construction of this large and impressive soldier recrea-
tion club overlooking the Pacific. With soldier donations and Works Progress 
Administration (WPA) funding this 50,000-square-foot club, building was 
completed in September 1943, 400 feet from the ocean edge. Abandoned 
when Fort Ord closed in 1994, the building stood only a few feet from falling 
into the ocean. Attempts to raise money to move it failed, so in November 
2003 a wrecking crew razed it. Some additional natural threats include hur-
ricanes, wind storms, salt air, and invasive plants. In September 2004 Hurricane 
Ivan struck the Naval Air Station (NAS) Pensacola, seriously damaging his-
toric buildings in its National Historic Landmark District comprised of a nine-
teenth-century Navy Yard and the first Navy pilot training center. The Navy 
proposed extensive demolition of historic buildings without considering their 
historical value or that they could be cost-effectively saved. Despite this evi-
dence and protests from regulatory agencies and the public, the Navy planned 
to go forward with demolition, ignoring stewardship obligations. After public 
hearings and meetings with interested parties the Navy agreed to rehabilitate 
nine of sixteen buildings on the demolition list. Still a number of properties 
would be demolished.

Effective historic buildings preservation increasingly can draw upon on sus-
tainability goals. To make building reuse more attractive, “green” strategies 
come forward. Older buildings are more energy efficient, making use of natu-
ral daylight and ventilation. Saving or recycling the old diverts materials going 
to landfills, saves embodied energy in the existing structure, and preserves 
mature landscaping.

The Military Heritage Preservation Profession

Quality military heritage preservation depends upon historic properties per-
sonnel reaching beyond the current standards. Those employed in the federal 
system, as contractors or full-time workers, must have a strong sense of per-
sonal integrity and respect the historic resources. This requires us to carefully 
investigate the historic context, and adequately identify, evaluate, and find 
effective methods to save historic properties. Throughout the process the 
preservationist must involve the public and interest groups. The professional 
has to make preservation the goal, rather than strict adherence to getting 
project “clearance” – the concurrence of regulatory agencies.

Professional historic properties staff and contract cultural resource manage-
ment firms may find these goals difficult to realize. The project proponent, an 
agency wanting a project, pays their salaries. This creates a pressure to please 
the agency and place the project ahead of historic preservation. This pressure 
can lead to an “us against them” attitude, with the outside stakeholders or 
advocates viewed as opponents more than historic preservation colleagues. 
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Everyone should work to change agency ways of doing business, making his-
toric preservation a central activity.

The military heritage preservationist should avoid isolation and seek out 
public participation. Military heritage preservation resource protection differs 
from more local or community preservation. While military heritage features 
have high emotional value due to their historical significance, they often lack 
the grassroots support common in the preservation movement. Their restricted 
access military bases are closed off from local communities. Also, the military 
communities have a transitory nature, with residents staying a short time and 
so without a strong connection to place. A serviceperson and family may stay 
only two to five years before rotation to another installation. Their short stay 
does not encourage developing ties to historic properties. Additionally, mili-
tary commanders focused on other issues may not appreciate their historical 
resources. Cities, towns, and communities usually have historical societies or 
preservation organizations aware of the local historic properties and promoting 
preservation. Military installations rarely have such advocacy groups. The his-
toric property manager becomes the advocate, with a duty to educate project 
decision makers and base residents concerning the base’s historic features.

Historic property workers who maintain personal integrity have pride. They 
enjoy the fruits of their labor, witnessing the saving and improvement of her-
itage places. As preservationists they have the opportunity to save heritage, 
witness improvements when buildings, structures, or objects are rehabilitated, 
and preserve things for the public to enjoy and appreciate. As one does the 
research and fieldwork mysteries are solved, as one walks through history. 
Coming up with innovative solutions to allow use and still preserve significant 
properties produces the reward of innovation. Also, preserving military herit-
age connects us to proud events. Places of shameful events should be used to 
recall and educate to avoid repeating injustices. These places can inspire all of 
us and at the same time improve our quality of life. Many historic or cultural 
resources are symbols of strength and victory that reinforce pride.
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Linear Resources 
and Linear Projects: 
All in Line

Charles W. Wheeler

CHAPTER 19

Linearity in cultural resources management (CRM) has a certain philosophical 
appeal. The fourth dimension, time, lends itself to a linear perspective. The 
change from simple to complex in social structures through time can be framed 
in this manner. Those of us who are archaeologists have culture history and 
cultural evolution buried somewhere in our backgrounds and probably our 
psyches (albeit some of us more than others). Historians, too, deal with linear-
ity at least in the temporal sense and spatially as well. Our corporate historian 
(I work for WCRM, Inc.) did his dissertation on a Colorado train, and if train 
tracks aren’t linear, I don’t know what is. We can see, therefore, that archae-
ologists and historians are amenable to, and commonly deal with, linear frame-
works, temporal and physical. Further, we are predisposed to see the world in 
this way; psycholinguistics indicates that linearity is part of how humans per-
ceive the world. The near/far dichotomy in language, or in its more complex 
form the near, not-so-near, and far spatial classification, suggests cognitive 
structures that organize information in this manner. Simply in terms of job 
satisfaction, working in a linear manner permits us to begin at one end and 
continue to the other. An end or conclusion is reached, and this provides some 
level of satisfaction. Finally, there are practical issues that lead us to lines. Simply, 
some projects and some resources occur in linear arrangements.

Other than for philosophical reasons, why are linear cultural resources and 
linear impacts on such resources interesting and important? Linear cultural 
resources are in many ways manifestations of complex social and material net-
works. They mark the movement of people, goods, services, information, and 
energy. Symbolically, they can connect locations across a metaphysical as well as 
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a physical landscape (e.g., Cleland 2009). Lines connect nodes within these 
networks to create linear patterns. Probably, the number of linear resources 
covaries with social complexity; the more things that are moved from one loca-
tion to another, the more lines are produced marking the routes of movement.

Modern linear projects are often related to modern or not-so-modern linear 
resources. For example, transmission line surveys follow transmission line rights 
of way, either historic or modern. Linear resources result in linear field studies – 
cultural resource investigations within narrow corridors. Road or highway 
projects follow travel corridors, prehistoric, historic, and/or recent. Road stud-
ies are by their very nature linear. Water lines, sewer lines, natural gas pipelines, 
transmission lines, and other project types are all, unsurprisingly, linear. Their 
planning and development result in linear fieldwork projects, which often cross, 
parallel, or zigzag along linear historic phenomena like trails and canals.

Below, I will attempt to explore aspects of linear resources and linear projects. 
In many ways, the two are clearly related. In other ways, perhaps not so much. 
How do we approach each? Why are linear resources important, or are they 
important? How do you identify an important linear resource as opposed to 
one not so important? How to you treat a linear resource when your sample is 
a fraction of the whole? Does impact to a fraction affect the whole? How do 
you deal with a narrow corridor of investigation crossing a nonlinear site? What 
happens when a linear project intersects a linear resource? These and other 
questions have caused a bit of head scratching over the years, and I share here 
some of the issues that some readers may find relevant or interesting.

Linear Resources

Linear resources occur as a variety of types, across a range of scales, and of 
varied ages; each offers its own particular challenge. In the United States we 
more or less take 50 years into the past as the cut-off between what may be 
“historic” and what is not (knowing, as we should, that 50 years isn’t an abso-
lute). Many of the kinds of cultural features we all grew up with are now over 
50 years old and thus possibly of historic significance. Highways, railroads, 
irrigation canals, wagon roads, trails, pipelines (with natural gas pipelines 
mostly excluded by administrative action in the United States [Federal Register 
2002]) transmission lines, tunnels, and dikes are all examples of linear sites 
that may be historic. Bison drive lines, trails, prehistoric irrigation systems, 
often-enigmatic stone alignments, and causeways can be added to the list.

Why are these resources interesting and important? For the most part, these 
resources are the links binding a social system, or even multiple social systems, 
into coherent entities. How can they not be important? Linear resources pro-
vide one avenue of investigation into the relationships between geographic 
areas, natural resources, social classes, and cultural entities important to us 
as students of human groups and behaviors. Looking only at the information 
we can obtain from an individual link in a network, we can see what item or 
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 material moves between parts of a system or systems. The item or material may 
be protein, energy, information, people, or a number of other things, but the 
linkage can tell us much about the society or societies being linked. The study 
of natural gas transportation from southern Wyoming to California provides 
ingress to topics such as energy usage, social scale, and producers vs. consum-
ers. Tracing prehistoric trails across the southwestern United States and Mexico, 
where goods such as turquoise, shell, and macaw feathers were transported, 
leads to inquiry into status, religion, and socioeconomic linkages among dispa-
rate cultures. Determining the geography of linkage informs us that two areas 
are connected in some way, leading us to ask why and how, and by what.

Many linear cultural resources mark, or are typical of, major historic events 
and/or periods. Eisenhower’s US Interstate Highway system is an important 
historical artifact of the Cold War, a hugely important period in world history. 
Irrigation and the hydraulic hypothesis were used to characterize a geographic 
region and its political structure (Wittfogel 1957). Irrigation in the western 
United States was a major factor in the settlement and development of 
the West. The Oregon Trail is an extremely important symbol of the settling 
of the American West. Chacoan roads connecting distant great houses to 
Chaco Canyon are diagnostic of the Chacoan period in Anasazi prehistory. 
Relationships between groups are manifest in linear military features. The 
Maginot Line in France, the Great Wall of China, and NORAD’s (North 
American Aerospace Defense Command) DEW (Distant Early Warning) Line 
are all military in nature. These military features mark boundaries between 
groups and also mark periods of great historical interest.

Boundaries are extremely important linear phenomena, although in prac-
tice they can be difficult to identify, especially if prehistoric. In contrast to 
what I would consider the more typical property of other linear sites, which 
form links between various entities, boundaries mark the opposite, an inter-
ruption of linkages. Prehistorically, boundaries between groups must be 
inferred based on patterns and material goods, requiring regional-scale stud-
ies. Modern boundaries, such as borders between countries, are more easily 
identified. They sometimes parallel the military features discussed above, dem-
onstrating most dramatically the contrast between a boundary or border and 
other forms of linear resources. Other types, such as county lines, state or 
province boundaries, city limits, national park boundaries, and public vs. pri-
vate land boundaries, offer less dramatic contrast, but still serve to mark the 
limit of one administrative unit and the start of another. These types of linear 
sites and features form the basis of many anthropological and archaeological 
studies, and are interesting in their own right.

In evidence of their interesting nature, The Archaeology of Frontiers and 
Boundaries (Stanton 1985), Borders: Frontiers of Identity, Nation and State 
(Donnan and Wilson 1999) and Border, Barriers, and Ethnogenesis: Frontiers 
in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages (Curta 2006) are three relatively recent 
volumes related to the study of these linear-feature types. Many papers in 
 professional, peer reviewed journals also report or discuss investigations 
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 regarding boundaries or borders (e.g., Lightfoot and Martinez 1995). Both his-
torically and  prehistorically, however, boundaries and borders are the antithesis of 
other sorts of linear features. Connections are halted, links are broken. Ultimately, 
they  constitute a very different form of linear site and require a different focus for 
anthropological inquiry. Because of a well-developed literature on this sort of 
site, and an importance based on segregation or separation as opposed to  linkage, 
little additional discussion of this sort of resource will follow.

Linear resources also serve as metaphysical or spiritual links. The trail  system 
described by Cleland (2009) is a fine example of this type of resource. The 
trail system, named Xam Kwatcan, occurs in portions of three southwestern 
states. It incorporates a variety of features, sites, and topographic features, and 
is linked by a series of trails. The system is important to multiple Indian tribes 
in the region, and critical to their modern tribal identity (Cleland 2009:42–43). 
It is considered by the tribes “the primary road to spiritual knowledge and 
wisdom” (Cleland 2009:43).

Other linear site types illustrating metaphysical or spiritual linkages include 
Mayan causeways, which almost certainly carried processions during ceremo-
nies (e.g., Rice 2004:148). Chacoan roads are more enigmatic, but likely 
played a somewhat similar purpose at least in part (Sofaer et al. 1989; Roney 
1992). A modern analog would be a permanent installation for the Catholic 
Stations of the Cross, connected in linear fashion as one moves from one to 
the next through 14 stations.

There are almost certainly other reasons to find interest and importance in 
linear resources. However, three – linkages, association, and metaphysics – 
serve at least to structure the discussion. From the discussion of importance, 
let us move to evaluating relative importance.

How do we segregate important linear resources from not-so-important 
linear resources? Scale is a key issue. Although very large linear resources and 
very small linear resources may both have national or even global significance, 
a small linear resource may have more importance than a large one locally, 
while the larger one has more importance regionally.

Recently, I examined an abandoned wagon road about 10 miles long con-
necting one very small town in southwest Colorado to another, similarly small, 
town. One of my informants walked the road on his way to school during the 
1920s and 30s. The road was used to transport people as well as goods to and 
from market. Even on a local scale, this particular road is probably not par-
ticularly important (at least that was the local view among the small sample of 
people I spoke with). Comparing this small wagon road to the much larger 
Oregon Trail, which conveyed vast numbers of immigrants to the Pacific 
Northwest from the eastern United States, one can see that scale can be an 
important issue in evaluating the importance of linear features.

Physical scale, however, cannot be the only criterion. A causeway at the 
Mayan site of Tikal may have been only of regional interest at its time of use, 
but at present it is internationally important because of the great scholarly 
interest in Mayan economic and social interactions. A short Chacoan Road 
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from a Great Kiva to a Great House across a small valley near Tohatchi, New 
Mexico, is small in scale relative even to the wagon road I discussed above, but 
has importance far beyond the region because it is a key element of a Chacoan 
Great House complex and thus part of the Chacoan interaction system (Ward 
2003:10–11; Kantner and Mahoney 2000). At Cape Canaveral, the road from 
the hanger to the launch pad for Apollo 11 has great significance to space 
travel, yet is not very long at all.

Frequency is also important relative to evaluating the importance of linear 
resources. The wagon road in Colorado, above, is a good example of a low-
frequency linear feature – relative to the two towns it connects. As the single 
recognized link between the two towns (there were no other links observed), 
the wagon road is particularly important in terms of the connection of those 
two towns. Later, better roads linked the towns via alternate routes, but at the 
time it was in use the road was the most direct and best link. Therefore, it 
seems logical that the road is more important than if there had been a contem-
poraneous network of routes between the two places, providing alternative 
methods of travel.

In another sense, the likely high frequency of similar, small wagon roads in 
southern Colorado, or their commonness, supports the local view that this road 
isn’t all that important. There are many other, better preserved, small wagon 
roads – this one is barely visible in some places and obliterated in others. Should 
our interest be in minor transportation routes in southern Colorado, this would 
not be the best example to study or to preserve. Yet in terms of the two small 
towns it connected, at one time it was relatively important. In other words, the 
specificity of the questions we are asking, and the perspectives from which we 
are asking them, helps determine importance. Should our interest be in two 
individual towns and their relationship, this road is very important. Should our 
interest be the links between small towns in general, this road is just one of 
many and only interesting as a member of a group of similar roads.

Representativeness is an issue that is implicit in this discussion of the wagon 
road. Moving beyond a very specific focus and considering minor transporta-
tion routes among small towns rather than just the two small towns connected 
by this one road, we have to ask ourselves how well this road represents minor 
transportation routes in southern Colorado. What sort of variability is present 
in the set of small transportation routes? There are undoubtedly many similar, 
small, relatively short, wagon roads; does this example represent the most 
common? Is the most common form the best to be considered important, or 
should less common forms be ranked of greater importance?

Engineering and stylistic considerations must enter into the discussion of 
representativeness. Available technology with which this road was constructed – 
did it involve the use of a bulldozer vs. dynamite and picks and shovels? – con-
ditions the nature of the road, and clearly affects its  representativeness relative 
to other, similar roads.

Style is not a particularly relevant criterion for wagon roads, but is certainly 
relevant for other sorts of linear features. For example, if ceremonial routes are 
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the linear feature under consideration, a Chacoan road between a Great House 
and a Great Kiva is of different style than a Mayan causeway, and neither 
would be representative of the other.

Returning to our use of a small wagon road as the example, association is a 
useful variable in the evaluation of a linear resource’s importance. If the road 
were associated with the transportation of goods and services related to gold 
mining (it is not), it would have relevance to mining in Colorado, an industry 
that made towns like Central City, Blackhawk, Cripple Creek, Silverton, and 
Telluride important to the state’s economy. If it were associated with Horace 
Tabor, for example, a major figure in Colorado mining, its importance would 
be elevated. Association, like linkage and metaphysics, is a major element to 
consider when evaluating linear resources.

Integrity should be considered as well. I earlier made the comment that “(t)
here are many other, better preserved, small wagon roads …”. Although evalua-
tion of importance in terms of an object of theoretical study doesn’t require that 
it have physical integrity, more practical physical questions require some reasona-
ble amount of integrity for study. Aspects of size, morphology, and method of 
construction can be addressed only with resources whose physical remains are in 
moderately good condition. Absent integrity, these issues cannot be addressed 
and would make this particular road a poor candidate to be considered important. 
Decisions about preservation of linear resources as examples also turn on physical 
integrity. If there is little left of it, why should this example be preserved?

I hope that it has become clear that discussion of the importance of linear 
sites almost invariably begins with the comment “it depends.” All of the cri-
teria we’ve discussed – scale, frequency, commonness, representativeness, 
association, and integrity – are relevant. However, the prevailing social and 
academic contexts in which these criteria are applied determine how the rela-
tive importance of a particular cultural resource is evaluated. This, of course, 
is true for all cultural resources, not just linear ones, but it deserves consid-
eration here. Especially because linear resources are so important in marking 
systemic relationships, the context in which their importance is evaluated 
remains key. Systemic relationships, be they physical linkage, associations 
with various events, times, places, people, institutions, groups, resources, and 
industries, or metaphysical links are the subject of academic interest and also 
of social, societal interest. These factors frame the evaluation of linear 
resources. Although a single, poorly preserved and not-so-important wagon 
road serves as the primary example in this discussion, the wide variety of lin-
ear resources makes this an interesting and complex issue.

Linear Projects

Over the years, linear projects have provided a good deal of my income. These 
projects have included transmission lines, roads, energy-related pipelines, 
water pipelines, and sewer lines. With linear projects, the study area (usually 
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a right-of-way, perhaps with a buffer) will likely cross other cultural resources 
like nonlinear archaeological sites and historic landforms. Many of the 
resources that may be affected by a project are much larger than the right-of-
way under investigation. Only a portion of a site may be directly affected. 
Some of the sites in the right-of-way may themselves represent linear resources. 
Further, this sort of project is notable for the frequency with which the project 
itself is a linear cultural resource. For example, roads, power transmission lines, 
water lines or aqueducts, irrigation canals, and telecommunications lines may 
be historic, if they are old enough and have been associated with significant 
events, or reflect significant technological processes. Many of these kinds of 
resources are repaired, replaced, or supplemented by a companion line, requir-
ing environmental and cultural study. When this happens, the project itself 
and the related study area comprise a linear resource.

Linear projects present several particular issues.
First, it is common for a cultural site in the study area to be crossed, rather 

than subsumed within the right-of-way. Thus, the potential for impact is 
present only for a fraction of the site. We have technical arguments over the 
conceptual differences between viewing a project as impacting a whole site or 
only part of a site, but in practice it is common to look for treatment options 
involving only the impacted portion of the site.

This is also true when linear sites may be crossed. Linear sites differ from 
sites with other morphologies because impacts will likely cut the linear site 
into two pieces. Much of a linear site’s importance is the connection between 
two or more locations, and the planned project will cut that connection. In 
practice, this is usually more of a theoretical issue than a practical one – in my 
experience project proponents and environmental review agencies don’t really 
worry too much about cutting historical but no longer viable connections – 
but it is nevertheless an issue worth raising. The problem of impact to only 
a small portion of the affected site is as true for linear sites as it is for other 
site types.

Another issue specific to linear projects and linear resources arises when 
there are multiple crossings of single linear sites. Travel and transportation 
corridors have had geographic constraints since the beginning of travel. The 
result is that many linear resources occur within the same corridor; and often 
a modern linear project will cross a linear historic site multiple times. As we’ll 
see, this complexity interacts with another.

‘The fourth issue involving linear projects involves jurisdictional bounda-
ries, and is related to scale. A sewer line from the center of town to an outlying 
sewage treatment plant probably doesn’t cross jurisdiction boundaries. An 
interstate pipeline does. Recently, I worked on a transcontinental fiber optic 
line. My firm had responsibility for sections in four states. The process of per-
mitting alone was complex. Consultation with agencies involved three State 
Historic Preservation Officers, the federal Bureau of Land Management 
(BLM) and National Park Service, three state highway departments, three cit-
ies, multiple counties, three state land departments, more than 20 Indian 
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tribes (with each state having a separate group of interested tribes), and other 
entities that I’m sure I’ve forgotten.

Jurisdictional boundaries as an issue cannot be overstated. Borders and bound-
aries were earlier identified as resources that divide rather than link entities. This 
characteristic is powerfully expressed when the proponent of a linear project seeks 
permits to construct such a project. For example, consider the qualifications of 
personnel working on the CRM aspects of a linear project. Providing qualified 
personnel is both a professional and ethical matter for the company providing 
CRM services, but it is also a very important legal matter for the project propo-
nent. Many jurisdictions have their own qualification-related requirements. For 
example, New Mexico, where I live, has state permitting requirements that 
include continuing education. BLM in New Mexico does not require continuing 
education, but does require local experience, with local defined in five subregions 
of the state. Some permitting agencies require a graduate degree, some a bach-
elor’s degree, and some will substitute experience for education. If personnel are 
not managed with their permit status in mind, the wrong person in the wrong 
place performing the wrong task can have serious repercussions for the project. 
Regulatory agencies take their requirements seriously.

In addition to qualifications, permits from competing jurisdictions can have 
different durations, and all in my experience have expiration dates. If permit 
durations are not monitored, permits expire and delays ensue.

Procedures vary between jurisdictions. An example of differing procedures 
includes a potential method of avoiding impact. In Arizona, directional bor-
ing under a resource is not considered avoidance. In California, directional 
boring is a preferred method for avoidance. Regardless of the suitability of 
either view of directional boring, and I can argue either side of that issue, 
these differences in approach must be recognized and incorporated into any 
project that occurs in both Arizona and California. Numerous other, similar 
variations in procedure between jurisdictions exist. The regulatory structure 
of each jurisdiction must be recognized and projects must be managed care-
fully to avoid non-compliance. Non-compliance can cause delays, loss of per-
mits, tainting of good relations between proponents and regulators, or other 
negatives that impede project success.

Jurisdiction can complicate a project in other ways. Land ownership is an 
extremely important and often divisive issue in the United States. Federal land 
usually provides easy access, provided the proper permits are obtained. State 
lands are quite different and vary from state to state. Most are not regarded as 
public land in the sense federal land is. City and county lands are still different, 
and some require their own permits to access. Private land is entirely different. 
Large, linear projects generally cross private land, and many landowners are 
not pleased by this fact. Some landowners are violently opposed to a project 
crossing their land, and can constitute a real threat to crew safety. In some 
parts of the West, local residents include state and even federal land in their 
definition of personal property, and entering these properties has its own 
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 dangers. Written permission is sometimes not sufficient, and the support of 
local law enforcement can be necessary.

Although not specifically a land-ownership-related issue, squatters and 
criminals can be encountered on public or private land. The safety of field 
crews mandates that we consider the possibility of this and protect our 
 co-workers. Our firm has encountered aggressive squatters with aggressive 
canines on public land; as a result we have needed law enforcement assistance 
to complete our identification of affected cultural resources. Colleagues 
describe conducting archaeological surveys on a linear project along the bor-
der between Mexico and the United States (a linear cultural resource itself) 
accompanied by law enforcement with military-style weapons.

Further complicating this issue of scale is the diversity of resources that may 
be involved along the route of a linear project. In planning and in project 
management for a large, multistate project, a cultural resource contractor 
either needs a project director who is a renaissance person in terms of regional 
and topical experience, or several individuals in the management hierarchy 
who have experience within the various regions to be crossed. This is obvi-
ously an issue complementary to the discussion of permitting and qualifica-
tions related to jurisdiction. While it is not fashionable to speak much of 
culture areas these days, a linear project may cross several. Their boundaries 
may change through time; in the American West, Archaic-period foragers 
exploited smaller homelands than preceding Paleo-Indian big game hunters, 
while later Formative groups may exhibit more restricted homelands. Each 
culture area may exhibit resources and adaptations of various types (e.g., 
hunter/gatherers with open sites, rock shelters, and rock art sites; farmers 
with pithouses and surface room blocks). Com pounding the prehistoric com-
plexity is that of the more recent historic period. A linear project in the desert 
West can cross areas with Greek immigrants and Basque sheepherders, Cornish 
miners, German farmers, and English cattlemen. Both rural and urban archi-
tecture vary across regions and among groups. Historic-period military- related 
sites, again in the American West, can include cavalry posts from the pre-
Reservation Period, tank tracks from General Patton’s predeployment train-
ing related to World War II, and Cold War-era missile silos. As responsible 
cultural resource practitioners, it is our responsibility to deal with all of this 
variability in a professional manner.

Scale not only affects the number of jurisdictions that are involved in a 
project; it also affects the pool of stakeholders and interested parties. You may 
call it cultural geography, a result of historic process, or environmental eco-
nomics, but each area that the project crosses almost certainly contains its own 
unique population with their own concerns and views. For example, an area 
where coal mining and oil and gas are the basis of the local economy will 
almost certainly have individuals with a different view of a 345~kV transmis-
sion line than someone living in the suburbs. A natural gas pipeline passing 
near a residential area full of upper middle class retirees will be viewed 
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 differently by the occupants of that neighborhood than by the employees of a 
nearby power generating station that uses the natural gas.

Stakeholders and interested parties must be considered. As project scale 
increases, the diversity of stakeholders and interested parties increases, just as 
the diversity of resources increases. In the United States, there are legal require-
ments for public comment, and those comments must be considered. Often, 
public participation is limited either by design or by neglect, but it remains a 
legal requirement. Absent any legal requirement for public participation, stake-
holders and interested parties are still part of the environment in which a project 
must function. Their support or lack thereof can greatly affect any project. 
Legal action to attempt to stop a project is not uncommon in this country, and 
more serious opposition is possible in others (For example, consider the armed 
resistance to oil and gas extraction projects, including  pipelines, in, Nigeria.)

Of similar importance to us as cultural resource managers is the context 
supplied by stakeholders and interested parties. In this case, the context I refer 
to is their view of cultural resources, and linear cultural resources in particular. 
As noted, as scale increases, the diversity of resources and the diversity of our 
audience, the stakeholders and interested parties, increases. Also as noted, the 
prevailing social and academic context strongly effects the evaluation of impor-
tance. Subsets of stakeholders will have dramatically different views of the 
importance of various resources and resource types. A history professor in 
Tucson might feel that cattle ranching and mining-related resources are of 
high importance, given the settlement and development of southern Arizona. 
A member of the Tohono O’odham Tribe may focus on the human remains 
of prehistoric Hohokam residents, and feel that their protection is of primary 
importance. Groups may have opposing views, and this factor conditions how 
we evaluate linear resources and advise proponents of linear projects.

Overlapping Projects and Resources

In the opening discussion I allude to the fact that many modern linear resources 
have historical importance. Those associated with important events, techno-
logical advances, and historic patterns are often still in use, and often require 
repair or replacement. First, we have to evaluate the resources in terms of 
relative importance. Linear resources like the transcontinental railroad and US 
Route 66 are still in use, at least in places. It would be hard to argue against 
the relatively high historical importance of either. In this case, evaluation 
seems straightforward. In other cases, evaluation is more difficult. If we assume 
the small wagon road in southern Colorado must suddenly be resurrected and 
rebuilt, it may be easy to decide that the original road is not that important 
and we can proceed without giving it further consideration. If the wagon road 
connected Durango and Silverton, or Denver and Salt Lake City, the decision 
would be more difficult and would require more careful consideration of the 
results of our evaluation, including what treatment might be necessary to 
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 preserve in some form the information, morphology, engineering  characteristics, 
and important elements of the existing road while allowing for the  construction 
of a needed transportation route.

The replacement of Route 66 with Interstate Highway 40 during the 1950s 
and 60s would have required similar considerations. The linear resource is 
essentially the project, but a two-lane blacktop road is easily subsumed by four 
lanes of controlled access highway. In this case, the Interstate was built largely 
at a time before environmental and historic preservation laws made cultural 
resource considerations a serious issue for highway construction, but this 
example highlights the kinds of difficult considerations that must be addressed 
when a resource or its functional replacement is the project.

The recent transcontinental fiber optic line I was involved with replaced the 
original transcontinental coaxial telephone cable laid in the 1940s. The original 
telephone cable was labeled the A Cable. An optical fiber line laid in 1985 was 
labeled the B Cable, and the new line to be installed (our project) was labeled 
the C Cable. New technology has replaced the old; photons have replaced 
electrons carrying information and conversation. As the first transcontinental 
telephone cable, the A Cable was of clear historic significance, and was also 
technologically advanced given the scale of the line. However, it was obsolete 
and no longer in use. The communications it used to carry, and those carried 
by the now existing fiber optic B Cable, were and are significant. For example, 
a space shuttle launch required that we stop work to avoid potentially cutting 
the B Cable, demonstrating that key communications of national significance 
were carried along this route. What decisions were made in terms of the his-
toric telephone cable and its replacement with newer technology? First, no one 
disagreed that the original A Cable was important. However, preservation of 
the cable in place was not selected as an option. In some places, microtopogra-
phy required that the C Cable be placed in, over, or across the A Cable and the 
A Cable had to be removed. In almost all cases, the original right-of-way is 
intact and in use for the identical purpose, though the A Cable itself is not. 
Recording of the A Cable as a site, replete with photography and description, 
was deemed adequate treatment of this historically important communication 
line. There were no diverse opinions offered, suggesting that the retired coax-
ial cable is regarded by no one as a resource to be preserved in place.

Other circumstances are less straightforward in practice. The obvious continu-
ity in function of both the Route 66/Interstate 40 example (which is just an 
example; I actually know very little about any events surrounding the construc-
tion of I-40) and the intercontinental communication route may be a factor in 
easing decision making. In other cases, the overlapping projects and resources 
may not represent the same resource in modernized form. Also, the resources may 
not be in the same corridor, intersecting one another rather than paralleling one 
another. In Reno, Nevada, the historic transcontinental railroad route parallels the 
Truckee River. The Virginia Street Bridge, an important historic feature of Reno’s 
downtown, crosses the railroad route. While both are transportation routes, they 
are functionally and technologically disparate (rail vs. motor transport). In this 
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case, the community decided that preservation of the bridge was important. 
The railroad corridor was  excavated below street level, and the bridge remains.

The Challenge of Managing Linear Resources

Linear resources present many unique challenges. I trust some of these are 
implicit in the discussion above, but they and other factors bear additional dis-
cussion. The definition of linear resources can be problematic. Even recogniz-
ing that there is a resource present can be difficult or impossible. The small 
wagon road that has served as an example throughout this discussion high-
lights this issue. In practice, the road was visible from aerial photos, but only 
along portions of the route. Absent the inspection of aerial photography, it 
might never have been identified. On the ground in the field, it could be clearly 
seen only in angled sunlight looking across fields. One portion, obvious in 
aerial coverage of two or three years earlier, had been developed into a hay field 
and was no longer apparent. Only through interview were we able to identify 
certain pieces of the route within the project area. Multiple lines of evidence 
were required to define the resource, a fact which also speaks to integrity.

Scale can certainly play a role in the difficulty of defining a linear resource. 
The longer a resource is, the more likely it is to have segments impacted, 
altered, or destroyed. The shorter the resource, the less likely it is that historic 
records will reflect its presence in most cases.

Scale is an issue in a practical sense – if a project crosses a long linear resource, 
how much of the linear resource do we record? How much do we evaluate for 
importance? Does the presence of other, perhaps better preserved segments 
obviate the need for consideration within the current project scope?

In terms of jurisdictional issues related to scale, do we record the entire 
linear resource or only that within the current right-of-way? Some states want 
to give an official archaeological site number to every crossing of a linear site; 
one railroad can have 50 or 100 site numbers. Another will provide one site 
number for an entire county no matter how many times a linear resource is 
crossed by a right-of-way.

If a resource is large in terms of cross-section, does this affect our evalua-
tion? Does a bridge, causeway, or aqueduct require greater consideration than 
a resource with a smaller cross-section, such as a road? Certainly, the visual 
manifestation of a resource with greater cross-section is more impressive, but 
I would think that the evaluation of importance regardless of cross-section 
would be a more significant criterion.

Other challenges have been discussed. The repair or maintenance of a linear 
resource of historic importance (project and resource as one) requires careful 
evaluation of the importance of the existing resource, the need for an upgrade, 
and balancing the two factors. A resource of a common type or of frequent 
occurrence requires us to consider relative importance and value. How are 
frequently occurring linear resources to be treated? Do we preserve them, 

King_c19.indd   348King_c19.indd   348 2/4/2011   7:34:29 PM2/4/2011   7:34:29 PM



LINEAR RESOURCES AND LINEAR PROJECTS  349

record them, or assume they are part of our modern cultural landscape and 
ignore them? Chronology can be an issue. If a linear resource is older, is it 
more important than a more recently constructed resource. Has age affected 
integrity? The evaluation of association is clearly important. However, deter-
mining association can be a difficult task in some instances. For example, the 
small wagon road in Colorado would never have been fully placed in context 
absent an oral interview.

Ultimately, I find linear resources to be one of the most interesting and dif-
ficult forms of cultural resource with which to deal. Their manifestations are 
numerous and their importance is relatively high. With the exception of bor-
ders, boundaries, and some military features, they serve to link resources of 
other forms, and help us to understand the role of those other resources in 
their cultural setting. Their management is difficult at times. The links they 
form amongst various entities in many ways define their importance, but those 
links are not eternal and thus must be understood even while being broken.

Summary and Conclusions

Who cares about these linear resources, impacts to them, and why? That, of 
course, depends on the specific linear feature and the context in which it is 
placed. This is certainly true of other forms of cultural resources, but bears 
consideration for this particular feature type. I believe that this discussion may 
have helped answer those questions to some degree, but ultimately the best 
answer is those that consider them important. As cultural resource practition-
ers and students of history, archaeology, anthropology, architecture, technol-
ogy, and cultural resources management, we all have a duty to identify those 
individuals and groups that do care about these resources.

We’ve examined reasons, theoretical, philosophical, psychological, and prac-
tical, that these resources are important. There are a myriad of types of linear 
features, and most of them serve to link various entities. The linkages them-
selves can serve to help us in understanding the relationships and importance 
of other resource types and cultural entities. Many are associated with impor-
tant historic events or technologies. Boundaries and borders serve to indentify 
interruptions in linkages, as well as to make our professional lives complex in a 
multijurisdictional regulatory environment. Spirituality, religion, cultural iden-
tity, and metaphysical links to the cosmos have great humanistic significance, 
and some linear cultural resources serve to symbolize those links.

In addition to linkage, association, and metaphysics, characteristics of linear 
cultural resources that can help us measure their importance include scale, 
frequency, representativeness, integrity, and context. Context is ultimately by 
far the most important; relevance is relative to stakeholders, interested parties, 
academics, and all that comprise our “audience.”

Linear projects are closely related to linear resources. There are an incred-
ible number of management issues that linear projects bring to us. Scale 
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 complicates by increasing the number and nature of affected resources, the 
size and content of the pool of stakeholders and interested parties, audience, 
and the number or jurisdictional issues that become involved. Linear projects 
can serve as a great training ground for these very reasons. Ultimately, linear 
resources and related linear projects are fascinating, important, and useful 
for study.
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Rock Art as Cultural 
Resource
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Kelley Hays-Gilpin

CHAPTER 20

Introduction: What Is Rock Art?

Marks deliberately produced by humans on rock surfaces are termed rock art. 
This includes marks produced by removing part of the rock art surface (petro-
glyphs) or by adding pigment to it (pictographs), as well as marks produced 
incidental to some other activity, such as tool grooves. Some researchers also 
include geoglyphs in the rock art category; these are designs made by aligning 
or clearing away rocks on the ground. Because the word art carries specific 
cultural connotations, some prefer the term rock imagery to rock art (Levin 
2006; Loubser 2001); however, this chapter will employ rock art because it is 
the most common reference search term. Our use of the term rock art is not 
intended to imply a uniform function for, or cultural attitude about, these 
features.

Rock art occurs throughout the world. The oldest well-dated examples are 
about 40,000 years old, well back into the Paleolithic period in Australia and 
Europe. Some communities continue to make rock art for ritual and com-
memorative purposes.

Unlike other archaeological remains, rock art tends to be exposed to view. 
One can experience it immediately and without the aid of specialists. This vis-
ibility presents special site management challenges, as well as special opportu-
nities for tourism and public education. Often located literally within reach of 
the public, rock art is vulnerable to damage even when it occurs in deep caves. 
Rock art is also subject to natural erosion and deterioration. Air  pollution, 
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such as acid rain, also harms open-air rock art sites. Changes to humidity within 
caves may cause damage, as happened at the famous Lascaux Cave in France.

Largely because of its accessibility and visual impact, rock art attracts public 
interest. Creating visual imagery is a nearly universal human experience, so 
most viewers connect to rock art in a direct and immediate way. In many parts 
of the world, rock art sites are tourist attractions. Rock art comprises the 
archaeological data most likely to generate spurious and fantastic interpreta-
tions and to appear in cartoons. Site managers can rely on rock art to capture 
visitors’ imaginations: reining in those imaginations may be the hard part.

For indigenous persons, rock art is often perceived as a medium of com-
munication with ancestors. Native groups often retain a sense of ownership 
over rock art sites, especially when such places form part of their traditional 
geography, but often even when the rock images were made by a different 
group (Bricker et al. 1999; Levin 2006; Lim 1999; Loubser 2001; Sundstrom 
1999; Whitley 2005). Rock art may serve such communities for religious 
activities, as a means of educating youth about their heritage, as landmarks, 
and as tangible expressions of history.

For researchers, rock art provides insight into aspects of ancient cultures 
otherwise poorly represented in the archaeological record. Humanistic aspects 
of a culture, such as religion, esthetics, and historical narratives, may be 
expressed more directly in rock art than in artifacts and features associated 
with subsistence and shelter. Besides archaeology, rock art informs history, art 
history, mythology, theology, cognition, and human evolution.

Finding and Identifying Rock Art

While engraved or painted pieces of rock occasionally appear in or below 
 buried archaeological deposits, most rock art occurs in exposed settings such 
as cliffs and boulders. Discovering sites is often a matter of examining rock 
exposures. Landowners, local residents, and people privy to indigenous knowl-
edge of landscape often know of rock art locations. Unless archaeological 
survey includes interviews with people familiar with the area and direct exam-
ination of rock surfaces, cultural resource managers are likely to miss these 
sites. Several factors act to obscure rock art. Sites and individual panels may be 
covered by or hidden behind vegetation. Mineral patina, a cover of lichen or 
moss, or a layer of dust or pollutants may partially veil the engravings or paint-
ings. Collapse of cave walls or ceilings, landslides, cliff failures, and large-scale 
erosion or deposition may bury rock art panels under sediment and rockfall or 
strand it high above the current ground surface. Exposure to sun and pre-
cipitation tends to remove and fade pigments, while wildfire, sunlight, pre-
cipitation, wind, and freeze–thaw cycles all erode rock surfaces and smooth 
out the edges of petroglyphs. Graffiti or other defacement can also obscure 
rock art. Visibility of petroglyphs and painted rock art depends on lighting 
conditions that vary with time of day, season, and weather. Even experienced 
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rock art recorders often find additional panels or elements on revisiting a site 
when lighting conditions have changed.

Effective rock art survey requires familiarity with all forms of rock art. 
Surveyors must be able to distinguish natural from human-made abrasions, 
marks, and patches of color. Survey crew training must include visits to known 
sites to gain familiarity with the range of rock art present in a region and the 
settings in which it can occur. Discovery of geoglyphs is more akin to standard 
archaeological site survey. In traversing a survey area, crews should look for 
stone alignments. Aerial photographs or digital models may be useful, but 
often lack sufficient resolution to reveal such alignments.

Evaluating Rock Art Sites

Because many field archaeologists have limited experience working with rock 
art, it may be necessary to bring in a specialist to help distinguish ancient 
rock art from modern fakes and natural rock features from actual rock art. 
A rock art specialist can help determine the cultural, historic, and research 
value of such places, find panels or elements that the field crew missed, and 
estimate relative or absolute age of the rock art. Geoglyphs can be particularly 
difficult to differentiate from natural features, so a grasp of local geology and 
landscape formation is important.

In evaluating the historic, cultural, and research values of rock art, several 
factors deserve consideration (Loubser 2001; Australia ICOMOS 1999). For 
example, does the rock art occur alongside other archaeological remains? If 
so, the two (or more) aspects of the site can illuminate each other – for exam-
ple, if rock art is found in a household setting versus a shrine. If the rock art 
can be dated through direct or indirect methods, its research value is enhanced. 
Condition is important. If a site is so badly damaged that the form of the rock 
art can no longer be discerned and no accurate dates can be obtained, its 
research value may be limited to the simple facts of its location and setting. 
The subject matter of the rock art may aid in estimating its age (for example, 
depiction of spear throwers versus bows and arrows) and cultural affiliation 
(such as Pueblo kachinas versus Navajo Ye’ii) or may provide information 
about material culture or practices not otherwise visible in the archaeological 
record. Rock art panels may depict weapons, activities, ceremonies, myths, or 
elements of social organization that are poorly represented in artifact assem-
blages and features. When rock art of many different ages, functions, or affili-
ations occurs in a single area, it may be possible to trace changes in style and 
use over time, thereby enriching the historical narrative. In most countries, 
old inscriptions made by colonizing cultures are considered part of the collec-
tive history of the nation, as well as those of indigenous peoples. Criteria for 
distinguishing graffiti from historic inscriptions vary depending on context 
and the current perceptions of each; however, all human-generated changes 
to a rock surface should be carefully recorded. Sites accessible to the public, if 
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protected from vandalism and not restricted by contemporary indigenous 
concerns, may have value for public education and tourism. Archaeologists 
may find esthetic value difficult to evaluate; components of esthetic value 
include setting, condition, visibility, and complexity of imagery.

Documenting Rock Art Sites

In the past, archaeologists and art historians employed methods for 
 documenting rock art that are now unacceptable. Methods that require any 
contact with the rock art surface, such as making casts, rubbings, molds, and 
direct tracing, are rapidly falling out of favor. Recording methods that do not 
require any contact with the rock surface are now quick, easy, and inexpensive. 
Infrared or ultraviolet imaging is easily and inexpensively accomplished in the 
field and may render painted rock art more discernible by capturing colors not 
visible to the human eye. Three-dimensional laser scanners can capture in 
great detail the shape of the rock surface and petroglyphs and portable spec-
trometers can record the chemical composition of pigments without touching 
the rock. These methods yield detailed images of the rock art surfaces and the 
images on them, as well as three-dimensional and variable-lighting models 
that permit researchers to accurately reconstruct the rock art and its medium. 
Videos can capture the landscape context of the rock art. While digital imag-
ing has many advantages over film photography, negatives and prints are more 
adaptable to long-term curation. At this writing, digital images, along with a 
full set of black-and-white film photographs, are recommended for rock art 
site recording.

In addition to digital images and photographs, effective rock art site record-
ing requires careful mapping of panel and element locations, descriptions of 
the rock surface, records of any associated archaeological remains, observa-
tions on the condition of the site and threats to its preservation, and detailed 
notes on any graffiti, erosion, or other damage (Huang 2005; Loendorf 2001; 
Loendorf et al. 1988; Loubser 2001; Swadley 2009; Whitley 2005). Field 
archaeologists should note any evidence that the site is being used for recrea-
tional or religious purposes. It is imperative to record all graffiti and other 
damage to the site and to curate this information in an accessible repository. 
Such records allow site managers to monitor site condition over time and to 
arrest and prosecute vandals. In developing a plan for site recording, project 
directors should consider the opinions of interested indigenous groups on 
acceptable methods of collecting and storing data and attempt to balance their 
concerns with site management needs and the broader ethics of preserving 
sites and data for the public and future generations.

Other than carefully lifting off branches, leaves, and litter, field archaeolo-
gists should not attempt to clean rock art panels or geoglyphs (Loubser 2001). 
If the rock surface is partially covered by lichen or moss, it should be photo-
graphed as is. Any attempt to remove lichen, moss, or mineral crusts should be 
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done only under the guidance of a professional rock art conservator. Similarly, 
nothing should be applied to the rock to render it more visible or easily 
 photographed. This includes water, chalk, charcoal, and all other  substances. 
While field crews should note features of a site that might allow dating, such as 
presence of organic materials overlying the rock art, the  apparent presence of 
organic pigments, or archaeological deposits partially covering the rock  surface, 
no samples should be collected as part of the initial recording process.

Interpreting Rock Art Sites

In applying data from rock art or geoglyphs to anthropological, historical, and 
art historical questions, researchers have four basic lines of evidence: 
 ethnography; archaeology; setting; and content. Oral traditions of descendant 
communities are the most reliable and direct means of decoding rock images. 
Unfortunately, situations in which living people have maintained uninter-
rupted use and knowledge of rock art sites are quite rare (Loubser 2001, but 
see Meehan 1995). In using historic and ethnographic records, researchers 
must avoid two pitfalls. The first is the temptation to apply the oral traditions 
of one people to the rock art of another, on the assumption that all groups 
within a region or with a similar lifeway share the same worldview and sym-
bols. The second is taking at face value the information in documents written 
by outsiders. Researchers must undo poor translations and untangle the 
impressions of the outsider from what the indigenous speakers actually said. 
Because much rock art was created in ceremonial or religious contexts, its 
symbolic meaning may have been known to only a few people. Researchers 
often can recognize basic symbols without understanding their deeper layers 
of meaning, thus inferring a facile meaning for what may have been a complex 
religious, mythological, or historical narrative.

Associated archaeological remains can provide clues to the function and 
meaning of rock art. For example, slivers of bone and other items inserted 
into crevices around Upper Paleolithic rock art panels in France suggest a 
religious function and meaning for the depictions of lions and other animals 
in the rock art. The presence of women’s tools in archaeological deposits asso-
ciated with a particular rock art style suggests the images were made by 
women. If a site contains only ordinary household artifacts and features, this 
might mean the rock art was simply a decoration or pastime. The main prob-
lem in using archaeological remains to interpret rock art lies in establishing 
direct connections between the rock art and the buried material or even 
exposed features like grinding slicks. A group may have inhabited a rock shel-
ter before or after rock art was placed there by other people. Unless the 
archaeological deposits contain the tools used to create the rock art, a link 
between the two is difficult to prove. Further, rock art at a single site often 
represents many episodes of use, sometimes spanning thousands of years and 
several distinct cultural traditions.
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The physical setting of a rock art site or geoglyph can yield clues about its 
use and the meaning of the images. Rock art in open areas probably had 
 different uses from that in secluded locations. Rock art along trails and passes 
is likely to have served as trail markers, records of visits, or warnings to intrud-
ers. Rock art near a game-trapping area may have been part of ceremonies or 
planning to ensure a successful game drive. Placement of petroglyphs and 
pictographs deep inside caves suggests religious purposes.

In using observations about the physical setting of rock art to try to inter-
pret its meaning and function, researchers need to account for any changes in 
the landscape since the rock art was made and used. Erosion may have caused 
a panel that was once at ground level to be stranded high up on a cliff. Cave 
openings can be sealed or opened by movement of surrounding sediment, 
changing routes to rock art inside. Rock overhangs tend to collapse as they 
become undercut by erosion. Vegetation can change in density and type, 
depending on climate and wildfire regimes.

Researchers often use the content of the rock imagery as the basis for 
 interpretations. Some rock art represents mythological beings known from 
interviews with living people or from ethnographic records. For example, 
some geoglyphs on the Great Plains of North America represent the culture 
hero/trickster figure Napi. Rock art in Australia includes depictions of spirit-
beings from indigenous traditions. Archaeologists are on shakier ground when 
trying to infer the meaning of pictures of persons and things so ancient or 
geographically remote that no ethnographic key exists for them. Does a paint-
ing of a bison indicate hunting magic, a person’s name, the record of an event, 
a clan totem, something seen in a trance, or a metaphor for physical or  spiritual 
power? Interpreting rock art in such cases may be impossible.

In studying rock imagery, one must consider the entire panel or style with-
out mixing rock art from different ages or cultural affiliations. Because visual 
symbols are complex and culture specific, it is not reasonable to assign a single 
meaning to the same image in different places or even in rock art of different 
ages at the same site. A picture of a deer being driven into an enclosure likely 
has a different meaning from one surrounded by pictures of stars or faces. And 
some objects in rock art may be unrecognizable to modern viewers, such as 
items of clothing or food not otherwise preserved in the archaeological record. 
Some content reflects universal cognitive experiences. Termed entoptics or phos-
phenes, these are experienced by the human brain as having been seen, without 
visual stimuli. Examples of altered states of consciousness that can produce 
entoptic patterns are drug-induced hallucinations and delirium from fever. All 
people “see” the same patterns of light and shapes, because the form of entop-
tics is determined by the structure and chemistry of the human brain (Lewis-
Williams 2001). The presence of these designs in rock art may suggest that it 
was produced during a trance state; however, more specific  interpretations are 
not possible without additional ethnographic or archaeological  information.

Researchers should avoid projecting their own ideas onto the rock art. Just 
because a rock art site contains a typical entoptic design such as nested circles 
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or a stack of wavy lines does not mean it was created by a shaman. Just because 
“dirt” archaeology emphasizes the importance of hunting in an ancient  culture 
does not mean that every picture of a weapon or animal is a form of hunting 
magic. Unstated cultural biases can also mislead – for example, the belief that 
only one sex or class within a society was capable of making rock art (Hays-
Gilpin 2004). Few if any symbols carry the same meaning from one culture to 
another; thus, attempts at Freudian or Jungian interpretations are likely to say 
more about the culture of the researcher than that of those who created and 
used the rock art. Researchers should also avoid stretching popular explana-
tions, such as “sun daggers,” shamanism, or hunting magic, to cover sites that 
differ widely in location, age, and setting.

Rock art interpretive programming presents special opportunities and chal-
lenges for site managers. Properly done, interpretive materials can enhance 
site visitors’ appreciation of the complex belief systems, long histories, and 
refined esthetics of native and ancient peoples. Indigenous groups rightfully 
object to interpretive materials they perceive as inaccurate, insensitive, or in 
violation of cultural restrictions on revealing sacred knowledge. Particular 
sites, or rock art in general, may mean something very different to modern 
indigenous peoples than to those who created them decades, centuries, or 
millennia ago. In some indigenous cultures, rock images, or people’s percep-
tions of them, are thought to change over time to reveal messages from ances-
tors or the spirit world. In such cases, presenting a specific interpretation fails 
to recognize this dynamic interaction between the daily world and the spirit 
world. Research on site management practices indicates that providing inter-
pretive materials explaining the historic and cultural significance of rock art 
tends to reduce vandalism at the sites, but such information must be sensitive 
to the views of descendant and native people who embrace the rock art as 
their cultural heritage (Loubser 2001). Site managers should consider such 
views in selecting photographs and drawings in interpretive materials and in 
deciding what to include in written descriptions and explanations. Demands 
for public education must be carefully balanced with respect for ongoing 
 cultural traditions. One option is to hire members of indigenous communities 
as guides, curators, and rangers.

Potential Impacts to Rock Art Sites

Damage to rock art sites falls into two categories: natural and human gener-
ated. The latter category further breaks into deliberate versus unintended 
damage. In many ways, natural damage is less severe and more easily control-
led than damage from human actions (Levin 2006; Loubser 2001). Natural 
damage may also be acceptable to – even expected by – indigenous consult-
ants and caretakers (Meehan 1995). Although events such as landslides and 
floods occasionally damage rock art, these are rare. The very fact that a rock 
art panel or geoglyph has survived the centuries or millennia attests to its 
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 ability to withstand natural forces. Rock art sites are subject to many natural 
impacts: fading of pigments from exposure to sun and precipitation; exfolia-
tion and particle erosion from the freeze–thaw cycle and wind; damage from 
hail, rain, snow, and moisture trapped against the rock surface; incursion by 
lichen, moss, and vascular plants; abrasion by branches or tree trunks; collapse 
of cliffs and rock overhangs via erosion of underlying sediments, mass wasting, 
or earthquake; animals depositing waste over, building nests on, or rubbing 
against rock surfaces; and scorching, fracturing, and weakening of the rock 
surfaces from wildfire. Some would call the latter more human caused than 
natural, since wildfires are more extensive and destructive where high fuel 
loads have resulted from human fire-suppression. The most persistent and 
wide-scale of these impacts are beyond the site managers’ control; however, 
local impacts can often be controlled. Erosion of sediments below a rock art 
panel often can be reduced by diverting water away from the rock. Branches 
and trees can be trimmed. Attempts to control humidity and ultraviolet light 
by enclosing rock art sites or panels usually lead to other problems. If  protection 
from sunlight is deemed necessary, an open structure is generally preferable to 
a closed structure; however, both are likely to attract birds whose nesting 
debris and droppings will fall on the rock art.

The most obvious human-generated impacts are graffiti and attempts to 
deface or remove rock art, including shooting bullets or paint balls at the rock 
art panels. Research shows that most graffiti are produced by young males in 
groups (Gale and Jacobs 1987). Tourists in large, inadequately supervised 
tour groups are most likely to touch rock art. Local residents who feel that 
rules for tourists do not apply to them often ignore posted site etiquette rules. 
Deliberate damage can be discouraged through public education, site moni-
tors, and video cameras, along with vigorous investigation and prosecution of 
new cases. Site restoration by a professional art conservator can lessen the 
chances that graffiti will attract more graffiti. Natural barriers such as plants 
and rock piles can also make panels less visible to would-be graffiti-makers. 
Theft and attempted theft of rock art continue to threaten sites.

Other human impacts are unintentional but nevertheless damaging. Visitors 
sometimes attempt to enhance the visibility of rock art by applying chalk, 
water, or other substances. They may create trails that cause loss of protective 
vegetative screens and erode archaeological deposits near rock art. Visitors 
sometimes climb over, touch, or rub against rock art when attempting to find 
and photograph it. Rock climbers and cavers may accidentally damage rock art 
in setting handholds or climbing over or rappelling down rock surfaces. Trail 
rides can be damaging to both the deposits under rock art panels and the 
panels themselves if the horses seek shelter under the rocks and rub against the 
rock art. Off-road vehicle use, especially rock-crawling, can cause serious dam-
age. Landscapers and builders have unknowingly (and sometimes knowingly) 
quarried or collected rocks with petroglyphs on them. Development of sites 
for public visitation can have many impacts, including increased vehicle and 
foot traffic and changes to the visual setting. Caves are particularly sensitive to 
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changes in their openings and interior atmosphere. Minor additions of 
 moisture, wind, or polluted air to a cave can have large repercussions on the 
rock art within. Fire-suppression efforts have damaged rock art through both 
the thermal shock of cold water hitting hot rock surfaces and permanent stain-
ing of porous rock by dyes in fire slurry.

Well-intentioned research and site management efforts have also resulted in 
irreparable damage to rock art sites. Casts, rubbings, and tracings made by 
placing transparent media over a rock surface loosen tiny rock particles and 
open the surface to accelerated erosion. Removing samples of rock, patina, or 
pigment for chemical and physical analysis similarly creates breaks in the 
 mineral crust that protects rock surfaces. Sites have been ruined by attempts 
to scrub away chalk, lichen, and other substances. Stiff brushes, solvents, and 
power washers can damage the protective mineral coat on rock surfaces, mak-
ing them vulnerable to rapid erosion, as well as inadvertently removing pig-
ment (Dean 1999b). Of special concern are graffiti-removal efforts inside 
caves. Well-meaning volunteers have scrubbed away painted rock art along 
with the graffiti. Where sand-blasting is used to remove graffiti, it creates an 
unsightly light area on the rock surface, and sometimes removes rock art along 
with the graffiti. As noted earlier, no restoration should be attempted except 
by, or under the supervision of, a professional art conservator with rock art 
experience (Dean 1999b; Griswold 1999).

Religious practices can also impact site preservation. To some indigenous 
groups, rock art is a living entity that must be renewed by painting or carving 
over the old designs or by adding new designs. Some traditional practices call 
for application of substances such as tobacco or red ocher to the rock surface. 
Introduced religions sometimes have more severe impacts on sites. In some 
areas, Christian and Muslim leaders have called for the removal or defacement 
of images thought to be sacrilegious or idolatrous. Faith communities that fall 
under the New Age rubric have damaged rock art sites by adding marks, 
smudging, and touching. Some have changed the landscape context by creat-
ing their own geoglyphs in imitation of indigenous North American “medi-
cine wheels.” When such faith-related impacts occur, site managers need to 
work directly with local religious leaders in making decisions about whether 
and how to curtail the practices.

Larger-scale and more distant activities can also affect the integrity of rock 
art sites. Air pollution, especially acid rain, can corrode rock art panels. Dust 
and soot particles can obscure rock art and hasten its deterioration. Changes to 
hydrological systems can weaken geologic deposits supporting rock art panels. 
Vibrations from mining and earthmoving activities can also weaken rock sur-
faces. Removing vegetation from nearby areas can lead to erosion of rock art 
by wind-blown sand and silt (Keyser et al. 2005). Expansion of cities and towns 
places people and rock art in close proximity and may lead to the demolition of 
rock art that lies in the path of housing or industrial development. Climate 
change can cause rock surfaces to deteriorate rapidly (Hansen 1999). Oceanside 
or partially submerged sites such as Cosquer Cave in France are directly 
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 threatened by rising sea levels associated with global warming (Clottes 2006). 
Acts of war and terrorism, and responses to them, also destroy rock art sites.

Balancing the Concerns of Interested Parties

Rock art site managers answer to numerous constituencies, including indige-
nous and descendant communities, the interested public, landowners, research-
ers, artists and photographers, economic interests, and those  managing the 
land for public or private uses such as recreation, farming, industry, or wildlife. 
Because most rock art and geoglyph sites are in the open and can be experi-
enced directly, they are especially attractive to tourists, those seeking a link 
with their own or a communal human past, and indigenous communities 
whose use of sites has continued from generation to generation. Visiting and 
viewing these traces of the past requires no special work or expertise. On the 
other side of the equation, the exposed and accessible nature of rock art sites 
makes them especially vulnerable to damage from economic development 
activities, tourism, and deliberate vandalism. Mining, quarrying, road build-
ing, urban sprawl, and agricultural expansion present the greatest threat to 
rock art sites today. Potential impacts range from complete destruction or 
removal to damage by increased traffic, dust, and pollution. Since these devel-
opments typically create jobs and extract resources, it may be hard to prevail 
against them (Huang 2005). In addition, well-meaning researchers may want 
to take samples of pigment for dating, and visitors may want to make rubbings 
or apply chalk for photographs. Wildlife managers may hesitate to keep ani-
mals away from rock overhangs and caves used for dens or nesting places. 
Tourists and rock art enthusiasts may “love sites to death,” touching, climb-
ing on, and bringing increased foot traffic to them.

Some nations allow the government to place important historic resources in 
the public domain; others give landowners full control of their properties, 
including any sites or artifacts found on them. Both systems have advantages 
and disadvantages. If a site can pass from private to public control against the 
landowner’s wishes, he or she might simply deface or destroy the site so that 
it no longer retains historic value. Under private ownership systems like that 
of the United States, landholders are free to alter, destroy, or protect archaeo-
logical resource without regard for their value to the public as a whole. Systems 
that provide government incentives for landowners to preserve their cultural 
sites can aid in their preservation.

Managing Rock Sites for Their Own Sake

Neither natural nor human-generated damage to rock art sites can 
be  completely eliminated; however, both can be mitigated through care-
ful  management planning. The simplest ways to reduce the threat of 
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 human-generated damage are policing the sites to prevent vandalism and 
 controlling visitation and visitor behavior.

Apart from questions of whether and how to prohibit public access to a 
site, closing sites often leads to other problems. Without a full-time guard, 
it is impossible to keep everyone away. Fencing off a site can lead to a false 
sense that it is safe from vandalism and unintentional harm such as chalking. 
When a site is closed to public access but not monitored, vandals can oper-
ate undetected. A better option than closing a site entirely is to allow only 
foot traffic or guided tours. Limiting the number of visitors allows more 
effective monitoring of their activities. Perhaps the most effective solution 
to damage caused by site visitors is to construct an exact replica of the site, 
as has been done for the Lascaux and Altamira caves in Europe (Clottes 
2006). Visitors can experience the rock art in context without having any 
impact on the actual site. Because most tourists value authenticity and want 
at least a glimpse of the “real deal,” the reasons for closing the site must be 
clearly stated.

Geoglyph sites are most threatened by visitors who carry off or move the 
rocks that compose the figures and by off-road vehicles, construction activi-
ties, and natural disasters such as floods and landslides. Soil or vegetation 
building up around the rocks is more gradual and less devastating. It is unlikely 
that old geoglyphs will have survived in areas especially at risk for flooding or 
landslides. The first step in protecting such features is to file their locations 
with any officials who will be reviewing permits for construction, road- 
building, and quarrying. The size, shape, and location of each rock in the 
alignment should be recorded so that it can be repositioned if dislocated.

Petroglyphs and pictographs similarly require a dual effort to document 
their location and to record the details of their appearance and condition. 
Many natural sources of damage such as wildfire, exposure to sunlight and 
wind, cliff collapse, water erosion, and freeze–thaw cycling cannot be effec-
tively controlled. It is not practical to shelter rock art from wind, sun, and 
precipitation; attempts to enclose rock art sites within buildings or shelters 
often lead to other problems such as birds or small animals depositing waste 
on the rocks or increased moisture causing growth of bacteria or moss. In 
addition, such structures divorce the rock art from its natural setting and may 
violate indigenous views on its proper treatment. Other kinds of damage are 
more easily mitigated. Local runoff can be diverted with simple barriers or 
ditches. Climbing plants and those abrading rock art panels can be pulled up 
or trimmed back. Barriers and repellents can discourage animals from nesting 
or denning at rock art sites.

For best preservation, no sampling for radiocarbon dating, pigment analy-
sis, and the like should be allowed; the likelihood of reliable results and sig-
nificance of information obtained from such sampling should be weighed 
carefully against potential damage. Removal of even small pieces of the rock 
surface can accelerate erosion. As already mentioned, recording methods 
that involve contact with the rock surface (rubbings, tracings, castings) or 
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 application of anything to it (chalking, wetting) are contrary to site  preservation. 
A qualified art conservator should oversee any efforts to restore damaged rock 
art. As is standard in conservation work, restoration should be fully  documented 
and reversible and should have no long-term effects on the rock art or 
 surrounding rock surfaces.

Public Involvement

Rock art sites are more accessible than most other archaeological resources. 
They lack the protective blanket of sediment that seals many sites. Should 
managers try to keep the public away from such places or accommodate them 
and try to shape their behavior toward site preservation? Options for restrict-
ing public access include keeping the locations confidential, closing access 
roads and trails, and passing laws against trespass. The success of these meas-
ures depends on the physical location, ownership, and visibility of the site, 
enforcement of access rules, and public attitudes.

In many situations, involving the public, rather than restricting site access, 
is a more reasonable way to promote site preservation (Whitley 2005). 
Buffer zones can separate parking, camping, and picnicking from the site. 
Formal trails can lead visitors to the best viewing areas, but keep them away 
from fragile rock art surfaces and related archaeological features. Trailhead 
guest registers have proven effective in gathering data about visiting groups, 
and provide a place to distribute site etiquette brochures and trail guides. 
Managers should have their friends and colleagues sign in as “ranger on 
patrol,” even if (or especially if) there is no ranger on patrol. Walkways 
(boardwalks) with viewing platforms or bays where groups can gather signal 
where to walk and where to see the art. They can be wheelchair accessible. 
They reduce dust and soil compaction, but impacts to subsurface archaeo-
logical deposits must be controlled.

A steady stream of visitors can deter vandalism at well-known sites, but 
overuse harms sites. The key to striking an effective balance is to study visitor 
behavior and develop appropriate interpretive materials and programs to pro-
mote site etiquette, public appreciation of rock art and indigenous cultures 
and archaeology (Loubser 2001). Well-designed interpretive signs can help 
visitors see the rock art without touching it. Signs with clear drawings or 
enhanced photographs of the rock art, placed so that the visitors can easily 
glance from the sign to the art, are especially effective. Signs should not 
obstruct visitors’ view of the rock art. Fences should be low or have openings 
for cameras.

Off-site educational efforts such as teachers’ lesson plans and public talks 
can be effective in reducing vandalism and unintentional damage to sites by 
teaching potential visitors about basic etiquette and by explaining sites’ cul-
tural and historic value. Public involvement in site management includes 
 off-site advocacy and on-site work. Successful forums for advocacy include 
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organizations for people with a common interest in archaeology or rock art 
(Hyder and Loendorf 2005). Bulletins and programs inform members of 
threats to sites and how to contact political representatives about preservation 
concerns. Such groups may organize volunteer site recording or litter cleanup 
projects. In the United States, federal agencies administer volunteer projects 
like the Forest Service’s Passport in Time (PIT) program. PIT volunteers are 
trained and supervised by professional archaeologists in site discovery and 
recording. Some agencies administer site stewardship programs in which 
 volunteers check on sites and report damage or changes (Kelly 2007). Trained 
site docents can monitor visitors’ behavior at sites and give tours. Volunteers 
unable to help on-site can assist site managers in tasks such as cataloging 
 photographs, mapping, and compiling records. Site stewards and docents 
should receive training in use of patrol logs, report forms, and cultural resource 
law, but must not assume the role of law enforcement rangers.

Involvement of Indigenous 
and Descendant Communities

Members of groups with a direct ancestral or traditional connection to rock 
art sites have particular concerns: the markings are not art or artifact to them, 
but tangible reminders of their ancestors. For some, rock art is an active, living 
part of the environment; for many, rock art sites are sacred places (Loubser 
2001; Sundstrom 1999). In many parts of the world, indigenous people con-
tinue to visit these places for ceremonies and prayer. For some, prayer and 
fasting at these places allows individuals to find messages in the markings to 
guide their lives. The overall environmental setting contributes to the spiritual 
potency of the rock art. The rock art marks a place as sacred and reflects its 
sacred nature. Even individuals who do not follow their ancestors’ religion 
may feel a strong emotional and spiritual connection to places visited by ances-
tors. Because many indigenous communities have been displaced from their 
ancestral lands, a group’s definition of “ancestor” may include anyone who 
occupied a place before colonizers arrived.

Effective management of rock art sites requires sensitivity to the concerns 
of indigenous people (Meehan 1995). Indigenous and descendant communi-
ties may object to outsiders visiting, photographing, or researching rock art 
sites to which they feel a spiritual connection. Such groups may want interpre-
tive signs removed or changed. Site managers on public lands in nations that 
prohibit state religions, such as the United States, may perceive themselves to 
be caught between national law and the need to accommodate traditional 
indigenous beliefs. By establishing good working relationships with repre-
sentatives of indigenous communities, site managers can greatly benefit from 
their advice. Site managers set the tone for site visitors by demonstrating their 
own respect for native beliefs and concerns. Indigenous communities may be 
willing to open some sites for public visitation, while reserving others for ritual 
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use. They may be willing to provide appropriate interpretive materials and to 
educate guides in their traditions about the sites. Certainly, there is no “one 
size fits all” approach to involving indigenous and descendant communities in 
rock art site management. Site managers must include such communities in 
planning, listen to their concerns and recommendations, and act on them 
when possible; maintain discussions about what does and does not work; peri-
odically revisit site significance assessment, budgetary resources, and manage-
ment priorities with communities; and find ways to give back to the community 
in return for its assistance. One likely area of agreement is to educate the pub-
lic about local indigenous cultures. Public education efforts often begin with 
the indigenous community educating the site manager and the site manager 
educating his or her superiors. Willingness to listen and learn is the first step 
in developing an effective partnership. Partnerships may lead to training and 
hiring community members as site managers, co-management by agencies 
and communities, or transfer of sites to community custody.

Managing Rock Art Sites for Multiple Uses

As noted above, industrial development, extractive industry, agricultural 
expansion, hydroelectric projects, and urban growth currently pose the great-
est threat to rock art sites (Clottes 2006). Many rock art sites in the United 
States were lost to hydroelectric dam construction in the 1950s and 60s; now 
many others are threatened by dam construction in China and Europe. In the 
American Southwest and California, some cities abut or surround rock art site 
complexes. In Australia, large-scale mining projects will likely result in the loss 
of hundreds of rock art sites (Bednarik 2002). Economic pressures may over-
shadow heritage preservation concerns. Even where strong heritage pro tection 
laws are in effect, government corruption or lack of funding for monitoring 
and enforcement may leave sites vulnerable. In countries with strong private 
property rights, landowners may decide to sell or lease portions of their prop-
erty with rock art, especially in times of poor markets, falling land values, or 
economic disruptions.

The would-be site manager in such a case has two lines of defense. The first 
is to use whatever laws might require or promote protection of the site in 
question. The second is public support for preservation efforts. Most nations 
today have environmental and heritage protection laws that come into play 
when minerals extraction, development, and industrial projects are proposed. 
Through planning and negotiations, it may be possible to avoid damage to 
rock art sites. For example, if a project-access route passes near a cliff with rock 
art, it may be possible to move the road away from the cliff so that dust and 
vibration are less likely to damage the rock art. Site areas can be flagged to 
prevent accidental impacts from earthmoving equipment. Urban developers 
can designate rock art sites as public spaces, preserving the panels within 
public parks. Most rock art is on cliffs or large boulders outside the actual 
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construction areas and simply needs protection from accidental impacts. 
Public outcry sometimes succeeds in halting projects that threaten important 
sites. This was the case in the Côa Valley of Portugal, where a hydroelectric 
project threatened ancient petroglyphs. The dam project was halted and the 
area developed as a heritage park (Clottes 2006; Huang 2005). Pride in the 
archaeological resources of an area and the promise of income from tourism 
can be persuasive arguments for site preservation.

Managing Rock Art Sites for Long-Term 
Preservation, the Public, and Research

The unique characteristics of rock art and geoglyph sites present special chal-
lenges to heritage resource managers. The best way to address these is through 
a detailed management plan geared to a specific site or site complex (Loubser 
2001; Swadley 2009; Whitley 2005). Having a plan in place allows managers 
to prevent most damage to the site while balancing the needs of interested 
parties, including taxpayers, site visitors, indigenous and descendant commu-
nities, and researchers. Management plans should be regularly updated, 
including assessments of specific site preservation efforts. An effective man-
agement plan will include the following components:

A description of the site setting, current and historic land use, and land  ●

ownership or management authority.
A significance statement that identifies interest groups and the specific val- ●

ues of the site to be preserved or managed on their behalf.
An inventory of known rock art and any other potentially significant his- ●

toric resources.
A detailed, panel-by-panel assessment of the current condition of the rock  ●

art, including any current or past threats to its integrity.
An assessment of current and historic patterns of visitation whether acci- ●

dental or deliberate, as well as any historic or current indigenous activities 
involving the site(s). This should include a list of communities with links 
to the site(s).
A review of laws, regulations, and policies that affect site preservation  ●

and use.
Specific recommendations to address all identified potential sources of  ●

damage. Recommendations should address visitation policies, access, visi-
tor facilities (if any), control of natural deterioration and erosion, restora-
tion of damaged rock art, site recording and monitoring, placement of 
guards or security cameras, use for traditional activities, and staff and vol-
unteer training.
Research priorities and policies. ●

Plans of action for incidents of vandalism and high-impact natural events such  ●

as floods or landslides, where such events are reasonably likely to occur.
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Many tools are available to site managers (Clottes 2006; Huang 2005; 
Loubser 2001; Swadley 2009; Whitley 2005). The first priority is an accurate, 
up-to-date record of the resource, its significance, its condition, and any threats 
to its preservation. Such records will inform decisions about specific manage-
ment strategies, such as restricting public access to sites by gating roads and 
cave entrances, setting up a permit system for would-be visitors and research-
ers, and simply keeping site locations confidential. In the latter instance, any-
one working on site recording or restoration should be cautioned not to create 
a trail to the rock art by always taking the same route. In Australia, a few sites 
are developed for public visitation, while the locations of others are kept quiet 
(Loubser 2001). This allows the public to experience rock art in its natural 
setting, but diverts unwanted visitors away from sites that are especially fragile, 
pristine, or still in use for indigenous rituals. Paid or volunteer guards or guides 
can monitor visitor behavior (Greer et al. 2002; Kelly 2007). In some areas, 
installing security cameras may be a more cost-effective solution. Visitors’ 
movements can be controlled by installing fences, barriers, trails, or board-
walks, or by creating “living fences” with thorny or irritating vegetation 
(Loubser 2001; Swadley 2009). Interpretive materials such as signs, brochures, 
kiosks, or visitor centers help lessen human-caused damage. Site steward and 
“friends of” programs increase public appreciation for sites, as well as provid-
ing an on-site presence to deter vandalism (Kelly 2007). Creating high-quality 
replicas of popular sites for visitors can be less expensive than trying to control 
and repair damage from tourism at the actual site (Clottes 2006). To control 
erosion, site managers can install water diversion systems or reestablish vegeta-
tion on bare areas. Damage from wildfire and fire-suppression efforts can be 
controlled by trimming vegetation back from panels, by maintaining accurate 
location data for all rock art and other archaeological sites, and by working 
with fire chiefs to develop alternatives to damaging actions. To encourage use-
ful research and prohibit or limit research that damages the rock art, site man-
agers should work with interested archaeologists and indigenous communities 
to identify research priorities and to set uniform policies (Loubser 2001). 
Research priorities might be geared toward developing or improving interpre-
tive materials, toward more accurate information about historic and traditional 
use of the site, or toward better site management  techniques.

Resources

IFRAO – International Federation of Rock Art Organizations: http://www.ces- ●

map.it/ifrao/ifrao.html (accessed Nov. 11, 2010)
ARARA – American Rock Art Research Association: http://www.arara.org/index. ●

htm (accessed Nov. 11, 2010)
AURANET – Australian Rock Art Research Association: http://mc2. vicnet.net. ●

au/home/aura/web/index.html (accessed Nov. 11, 2010)
Rupestrenet, by Footsteps of Man, focuses on Valcamonica, Italy, but includes  ●

educational materials, a bulletin, and other resources: http://www.rupestre.net/
index.html (accessed Nov. 11, 2010)
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Deer Valley Rock Art Center, Phoenix, Arizona: http://dvrac.asu.edu/ (accessed  ●

Nov. 11, 2010)
Rock Art Site Stability Index project: http://alliance.la.asu.edu/rockart/  ●

stabilityindex/RASI_Overview.html (accessed Nov. 11, 2010)
ICOMOS, International Council on Monuments and Sites: http://www.  ●

international.icomos.org/home.htm (accessed Nov. 11, 2010)
Australia ICOMOS charters and publications, see especially the Burra Charter for  ●

cultural heritage conservation: http://www.icomos.org/australia/ (accessed Nov. 
11, 2010)
The Getty Conservation Institute: http://www.getty.edu/conservation/ (accessed  ●

Nov. 11, 2010)
American Institute for Conservation of Historic and Artistic Works:  ●

http://www.museumsusa.org/assocs/info/2307397 (accessed Nov. 11, 2010)
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Management

PART III

The chapters in this section present the views and voices of people whose 
resources, including their persons, lives, and cultures, are affected by the proc-
esses of CRM, and whose interests ought to be of special concern to CRM 
practitioners. Even more than the other parts of this book, the chapters com-
prising this part provide only a taste of the banquet that could, with time and 
persistence, be spread. Culture, and therefore cultural resources, are after all 
the properties of human (and some non-human) societies, and every such 
society has its own story to tell. The two stories presented here, however – 
one generalizing on indigenous people’s concerns, the other providing an 
example from the extensive world of displaced communities – represent views 
that every CRM practitioner should take to heart. They also exemplify the 
kinds of stories that every community has to tell, both underscoring the 
rationale for CRM and condemning the way it is often practiced.
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Consultation in 
Cultural Resource 
Management: 
An Indigenous 
Perspective

Reba Fuller

CHAPTER 21

Introduction

All over the world, indigenous people – that is, descendants of people who 
inhabited a place before it was colonized or organized into a modern state – 
have special concerns about cultural resources and how they are managed. 
Although these concerns naturally vary from group to group, many of them 
are common to all or most indigenous people. The author is an indigenous 
person of North American origin – specifically, a member of the Tuolumne 
Band of Me-Wuk Indians, who lives in the land of her ancestors in what is now 
the central part of the state of California. The perspectives offered here are the 
author’s, but many of them are widely shared among indigenous people 
throughout the world. There are estimated to be some 370 million indige-
nous people. We are among the most marginalized, impoverished, and victim-
ized people on the planet, but we are proud of our heritage, we honor our 
ancestors, and we insist that our cultural values and resources be accorded 
respect. We know that we cannot undo history, or make the societies and gov-
ernments that have oppressed us go away. But we insist that we be consulted 
about proposed actions that may affect our cultural values, and that this con-
sultation be respectful, meaningful, and aimed at addressing our concerns. In 
this chapter I will outline some of the concerns that indigenous people share 
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about cultural resource management, with special attention to our desire to 
be respectfully and meaningfully consulted about how such resources are 
identified, evaluated, and managed.

The Importance of Consultation 
in Cultural Resource Management

For American Indian tribes, and I suspect for other indigenous peoples, con-
sultation is one of the most significant components of cultural resource man-
agement. In the United States, key cultural resource laws like the National 
Historic Preservation Act mandate that government agencies consult with 
tribes about undertakings that are under agency control or that agencies assist 
with funding or permits. Law also mandates a government-to-government 
consultative relationship between the US government and officially recog-
nized Indian tribes. Federal government agencies are required to consult with 
us not only about cultural resource management but about anything that may 
affect tribal interests. Similar legal relationships between national governments 
and indigenous peoples exist in many (though not all) other countries.

Laws like the National Historic Preservation Act do not automatically mandate 
protection or preservation of cultural resources, but they do require government 
agencies to consider the effects of their actions, and to do so in consultation with 
us. If it is done well, consultation can be an important way for indigenous peoples 
to get attention paid to their cultural concerns. It is, or should be, a process of 
respectful negotiation in which cultural values are weighed and balanced with 
other interests – economic development, energy development, military prepared-
ness, even environmental protection and cleanup. If our cultural resources are 
properly recognized, and their value to us properly appreciated, then consultation 
can give us the opportunity to keep them alive for future generations.

The Problem of Archaeology

Unfortunately, many people – including many employees of government 
agencies – equate “cultural resource management” with archaeology. As a 
result, they think that:

1 archaeological sites are the only kinds of cultural resources they need to 
identify and think about;

2 archaeological survey is the only way to find such resources; and
3 impacts on archaeological sites are all they have to consult with indigenous 

people about.

So when a federal government undertaking is planned in the United States, 
and I understand things work similarly in many other countries, the  responsible 
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agency thinks that its first step is to search official records for known, 
 documented archaeological sites. The second step – if the records suggest it is 
needed or some official body like a State Historic Preservation Officer in the 
United States recommends it – is to have archaeologists do a field survey to 
identify documented sites and possible undocumented ones. Such a survey 
identifies only tangible sites and objects that archaeologists can recognize, 
locate on the ground, measure, and evaluate scientifically. If materials are 
found that meet such criteria, then a “site” is recognized within a defined 
boundary. Only then will the agency recognize that it has a “cultural resource” 
to deal with and initiate consultation.

As a result, many government decisions are made, and projects go forward, 
without consideration of, or consultation about, our cultural concerns, because 
people act as though we indigenous people cannot possibly have any concerns 
unless artifacts are involved.

To Native American communities and many other indigenous people, arti-
facts are only one expression of culture, only one kind of cultural resource, 
and only one of many things that agencies ought to consult with us about.

What, then, are cultural resources, and how should we be consulted about 
them? Rather than just expressing my opinion, let me outline what the United 
Nations says.

The United Nations Declaration 
and Cultural Resources

On September 13, 2007, the United Nations General Assembly adopted a 
“Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.” Many of the 46 articles 
that make up this declaration relate directly to the management of indigenous 
peoples’ cultural resources. Among other things, they provide a fairly compre-
hensive statement of just what we think cultural resources are.

The land, the waters, the sea, the living beings

Article 24 of the Declaration stresses the right of indigenous people to con-
serve and seek the conservation of our medicinal plants, animals, and miner-
als. This article stresses the importance of these resources in our traditional 
medicinal and health practices, but Article 25 goes farther, highlighting our 
general right to maintain and strengthen our spiritual relationships with the 
land, the waters, and the sea.

I cannot overemphasize the importance this fact: The natural world itself 
is vital to our cultural identities, regardless of the artifacts an archaeologist 
may find in it or the sites an archaeologist may draw on a map of it. The 
environment’s plants, grasses, trees, bushes, animals, and minerals, its rocks, 
hills, mountains, lakes, and seas are all related to us, are all parts of our 
culture, our traditions.
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When we are asked to consult on cultural resources that may be affected by 
a government project, we not only address identified and/or known archaeo-
logical sites, but cultural plants, animals, and other parts of the landscape. 
Even where it will not affect such resources directly, a project may have indi-
rect impacts on a plant community; plants are not necessarily protected by 
being outside a project’s boundary. But often we do not even have the oppor-
tunity to consult about such resources, and no consideration is given them by 
project planners. After all, these plants, grasses, trees, bushes, animals, and 
minerals are not artifacts. The government agency’s “cultural resource man-
ager” explains – if we ever get to talk to him – that cultural resource manage-
ment requirements pertain only to historic sites and objects that can be 
evaluated using acceptable scientific methods, and that plants, animals, and 
minerals do not fit into this scope. We are often told that a biological study is 
used to address our concerns about the natural environment, that this study 
will be done by another department and that we should be talking with that 
department. This is very frustrating, particularly because nine times out of 
ten, the cultural resource manager is the only person on the agency’s staff who 
even talks to tribes; Native consultation is seldom given any consideration by 
any other department. Biological studies, for instance, are mainly focused on 
officially designated endangered species, not on species with which we 
 indigenous people have cultural connections.

On most projects, little or no consideration is given to the cultural value of 
whole landscapes, or to what the US National Park Service calls traditional 
cultural properties (“TCPs,” see USNPS 1990). In our traditional cultural 
heritage we identify rivers, mountain peaks, valleys, and other areas associated 
with cultural significance as TCPs, though of course we do not normally use 
such terminology. It is important that we identify these areas early in planning 
land uses, so that such sacred areas can be given consideration for preservation 
and protection for our future generations. This process can become very com-
plicated and sometimes the resistance from a government agency can be very 
trying.

Please remember, we are deemed the caretakers of our traditional cultural 
heritage and associated places and have an obligation to preserve and protect 
our heritage for our future generations. We define this heritage broadly and 
holistically. When an agency or archaeologist tries to dice it up into little pieces 
and look only at those pieces that fit within their own constrained worldviews, 
it utterly frustrates the purposes of consultation.

The United Nations, at Article 26 of the Declaration, says that indigenous 
people “have the right to the lands, territories, and resources which they have 
traditionally owned, occupied, or otherwise used or acquired.” For most of 
us, it is too late to assert this right by actually reclaiming territory (though we 
do so when we can), but at the very least, we ought to be able to expect to 
be consulted about what happens to the lands our ancestors occupied and 
used – not just about what archaeologists recognize and value as the ancestors’ 
physical leavings on and in the ground.
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Our traditions, customs and languages

Article 11 of the UN Declaration further expresses the holistic character of our 
cultural resources, and our right to preserve and manage that character. It says:

Indigenous peoples have the right to practice and revitalize their cultural 
traditions and customs. This includes the right to maintain, protect and develop 
the past, present, and future manifestations of their cultures, such as archaeological 
and historical sites, artifacts, ceremonies, technologies and visual and performing 
arts and literature.

So, yes, archaeological sites and artifacts are among our cultural resources, 
but so are our ceremonies, our technologies, and our arts and literature – 
including our oral literature. And as we’ll see, these are not the only resources 
we are concerned about, or that the United Nations affirms our right to 
 protect and manage.

The places that archaeologists call archaeological sites are important to 
us. They are where our ancestors lived, worshipped, and were buried, and 
they contain the things the ancestors made and used. But we may define 
these places very differently from the way an archaeologist does. 
Archaeologists tend to split things up. Here is where a house stood; over 
there is a cemetery; across the creek is where seeds were ground. To us the 
whole landscape – house site, cemetery, grinding station, creek, berry 
bushes, the hill above the house site, the fish in the stream, the trees – make 
up the “place where the ancestors lived.” And at least equally important to 
us are the rituals, practices, and beliefs that tie us to the ancestors as we 
continue to practice them, and the arts and skills we use in maintaining our 
cultural identities, regardless of whether these are linked to particular places 
in the landscape.

In Article 12, the Declaration speaks further to the importance of such 
“intangible” cultural resources; Article 12 expresses our rights to “manifest, 
practice, develop and teach” our “spiritual and religious traditions, customs, 
and ceremonies.” Article 13 similarly highlights cultural resources that are not 
necessarily linked to sites and objects. It expresses our rights to “revitalize, 
use, develop and transmit to future generations” our “languages, oral tradi-
tions, philosophies, writing systems and literature,” and to give our own names 
to “communities, places, and persons.” This is important for non-indigenous 
people and agencies to understand; our languages, our traditions, our beliefs 
are vitally important to us, whether or not they are linked to physical places on 
the ground. And these resources can be damaged and destroyed – are in fact 
being damaged and destroyed – every day by government actions and pro-
grams in education, economics, and communications. For example, when a 
student testing program fails to value a child’s ability to speak her native lan-
guage, this is an assault on one of that child’s community’s most treasured 
cultural resources.
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Who owns our resources?

The Declaration’s Article 31 affirms our right to “maintain, control, protect 
and develop” our “cultural heritage, traditional knowledge and traditional 
cultural expressions,” as well as the “manifestations” of our “sciences, tech-
nologies, and cultures.” This includes “human and genetic resources, fauna 
and flora, oral traditions, literatures, designs, sports and traditional games, 
and performing arts.” Article 31 goes on to state our right to “maintain, con-
trol, protect and develop” our intellectual property. This builds on a point 
made in Article 11 that everyone needs to understand: indigenous cultural 
resources are ours to use, to protect, to change and adapt as needed. Though 
we may (or may not) share them for study by the scientific community, they 
are not merely objects for scientific research. Article 11 goes on to demand 
that governments “provide redress” to us, in ways worked out in consultation 
with us, for the “cultural, intellectual, religious and spiritual property” taken 
from us without our consent or in violation of our laws, customs, and tradi-
tions. Such property may not today be under our legal jurisdiction or control, 
but Article 12 demands respect for our right to “have access in privacy” to our 
religious and cultural sites, to use and control ceremonial objects, and to have 
the remains of our ancestors repatriated to us. The Declaration calls for “fair, 
transparent, and effective mechanisms” to be developed in consultation with 
us, to guide the repatriation of ceremonial objects and ancestral remains.

Understanding one another

Much of cultural resource management, particularly in nations like the United 
States, involves decision making about government actions that affect people 
and the environment. Article 18 of the Declaration says that indigenous peo-
ple have the right to participate in such decision making, “in accordance with 
their own procedures,” and “to maintain and develop their own indigenous 
decision making institutions.” Article 27 calls on governments to implement 
“impartial, open, and transparent processes” to deal with issues regarding our 
lands and resources. These processes are to be developed “in conjunction with 
indigenous peoples.” Article 19 calls on governments to “consult and cooper-
ate in good faith” with indigenous peoples “in order to obtain their free, 
prior, and informed consent” to actions that may affect us. Article 13 calls on 
governments not only to guarantee our rights to our languages and beliefs, 
but to “ensure that indigenous peoples can understand and be understood in 
political, legal, and administrative proceedings,” through the use of interpret-
ers or by other means.

I cannot tell you how frustrating it is for indigenous people to sit in meet-
ings with government agencies and consultants, discussing how to recognize 
and manage our cultural resources, and find that they speak gibberish. 
Even when we have been instructed since birth in a “major” language like 
English, it is often difficult to understand the jargon-filled, acronym-laden 
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language of archaeologists and other “cultural specialists.” In the United 
States, for better or worse, much consultation about cultural resource man-
agement focuses on the National Register of Historic Places, whose extensive 
regulations and guidelines set forth criteria of eligibility and discuss in pains-
taking detail how to apply them. These criteria can be applied in ways that 
devalue our cultural resources, by insisting that they be categorized as “dis-
tricts, sites, buildings, structures, or objects,” that their association with spe-
cific events in the past be documented by (usually non-indigenous) historians 
and ethnographers, or that they contain archaeologically definable informa-
tion important in history or “prehistory” – the derogatory word used to 
describe our history if it happened before the White Man came on the scene. 
Similar esoteric terminology and concepts are employed in regulations imple-
menting the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act and the 
National Environmental Policy Act, and I am sure that the situation is not 
much different in other countries. Government cultural specialists, academics, 
and contractors can be very glib in their interpretation of regulations and 
application of criteria, and it is often expected that we speak the same lan-
guage, use the same terms with the same fluency, if our concerns are to be 
considered.

There are many factors that stand in the way of understanding one another 
across cultural boundaries – many things a government agency must consider 
if it is to “ensure that indigenous peoples can understand and be understood.” 
These include:

Language barriers ● . We are not always fluent in a “major” language like 
English, Spanish, or Chinese, and even if we are, we have not often been 
trained in the specialized technical and legal jargon of a nation’s “cultural 
experts.”
Distance, dispersion, and communication ● . We often live in areas that are 
remote from major population centers and centers of governance. We 
often live in dispersed communities. We have often been relocated – some-
times forcibly – away from our traditional homelands, so we may live hun-
dreds of miles from our ancestral homes. For all these reasons it may be 
difficult for us even to learn about a change that is proposed to the resources 
that we hold dear, and even more difficult for us to attend meetings where 
the change and its impact are discussed.
Economics ● . Many of us live in poverty or near-poverty. We must work for a 
living. It is difficult for us to take the time to attend meetings, particularly 
if we must travel long distances to reach them. We may not have the money 
for fuel, for air fares, for hotels and meals.
Obligations ● . We have obligations in our home communities that may con-
flict with our opportunities to consult with government agencies and oth-
ers. Particularly those of us who are elders in our communities often are 
obligated to help the ill, to honor the deceased and welcome the newborn, 
to intercede with the spirit world on behalf of our people and others, even 
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to perform the rituals necessary to keep the world in balance. Those who 
are not elders are responsible for taking care of the elders, as well as for 
their own families. Performance of these obligations is itself a vital expres-
sion of our cultural integrity; we must meet our obligations even at the 
expense of our participation in consultation under a government’s cultural 
resource procedures.
Confidentiality ● . Some of our beliefs, traditions, and activities, and the 
places and things associated with them, are for us alone to know. They may 
even be the exclusive property of particular subgroups within our commu-
nities – elders, particular clans or societies, special groups of spiritual prac-
titioners. Revealing information about them to the wrong people, or in the 
wrong ways, or at the wrong times, may not only be contrary to custom 
but physically or spiritually dangerous to us or to others. We must be very 
careful about how we share such information, and under what conditions. 
This, by the way, is why we often do not reveal information about our 
most sacred places to government agencies until the “eleventh hour” when 
those places are threatened by some imminent government or govern-
ment-assisted action. If the place is not in danger, we are not going to 
place it – or ourselves, or others, or the whole world – in danger by talking 
about it to people who have no business knowing of it.

All these factors need to be considered by governments in following the 
Declaration’s direction to make decision making transparent, and to help us 
understand and be understood. We realize that it may be administratively incon-
venient or difficult for an agency to address such issues, but failing to do so is an 
act of discrimination against us. Article 9 of the Declaration, asserting our right 
“to belong to an indigenous community or nation, in accordance with the tra-
ditions and customs of the community or nation concerned,” warns that “no 
discrimination of any kind may arise from the exercise of such a right.” When a 
government agency is willing to talk with us only if we play by its rules – coming 
to meetings when and where the agency calls them, commenting on proposals 
within specified periods of time, describing our cultural resources in ways that 
fit into the government’s categories or those of an academic community – that 
agency is discriminating against our traditions and customs. Such an agency 
probably does not mean to be discriminatory, but it is discriminating against us 
nonetheless, and doing so only because our customs and traditions – that is, our 
deeply held beliefs – are inconvenient for the agency to acknowledge.

In Article 8, the Declaration says that indigenous people have the right – as 
societies and as individuals – “not to be subjected to forced assimilation or 
destruction of their culture.” Of course, many of us can only smile ironically 
at this statement, since we have experienced generation upon generation of 
such actions by the people who colonized our lands. But the United Nations 
has recognized and reminded the world’s nations that these actions are wrong; 
Article 8 goes on to forbid actions which have “the aim or effect of depriving 
(indigenous peoples) of their integrity as distinct individuals, or of their 
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 cultural values or ethnic identities.” Whether intentionally or not,  government 
agencies and others who insist that we adhere to rules and procedures 
 inconsistent with our cultural values are in fact engaged in such actions – in 
other words, in acts of forced assimilation.

At its very beginning, the United Nations Declaration states what seems 
like an obvious fact: that “indigenous peoples have the right to the full enjoy-
ment … of all human rights and fundamental freedoms.” This means, among 
other things, that we and our resources are not mere objects of scientific or 
historical interest; we are people and societies, entitled to respect. And among 
our fundamental freedoms is the freedom to practice our traditional cultures, 
to worship as we choose, and to honor and protect our ancestors.

Some Advice to Indigenous People

So far, this chapter has been addressed to non-indigenous people – govern-
ments, government agencies, project proponents, and their employees and 
consultants. I would like now to take the opportunity to provide some advice 
to tribes and other indigenous groups about how to make consultation work. 
However much we may want governments and other parties to respect us and 
our cultural values, we will not be successful in getting them to do so if we do 
not try to meet them halfway, help them to do what we wish they would do. 
Based on my own experience over the past 30 years representing my tribe in 
consultation on cultural resource matters, here are some suggestions.

Educate

Seek ways to educate government agency representatives and others with 
whom you may consult. Teach them about how your tribe or group functions, 
and share with them – to the extent you can without violating your own prin-
ciples and beliefs – the significance of your traditional cultural heritage. 
Enlighten them about the significance of your oral history – that your heritage 
has been and will continue to be passed from one generation to the next, and 
is not somehow cheapened by not being written down.

Organize consultation

If there are government agencies with which you consult regularly, or are 
likely to, contact them before serious issues arise (if possible) and see if you 
can enter into agreements about how consultation should be carried out. 
How often should it be done? Under what circumstances? Who should  initiate 
it? Who should participate? What will require a physical face-to-face  negotiation, 
as opposed to merely an exchange of letters or other documents? What time-
frames will be employed for notification, response, and follow-up? I  generally 
recommend that in the absence of a precipitating event like a new project or a 
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natural disaster, tribes and agencies should consult face-to-face on a yearly 
basis. This allows the tribe to know what the agency’s plans are for the season, 
over the next year, and over the next 10 years, so problems can be worked out 
in an orderly manner. Regular general consultation meetings also give a group 
an ongoing opportunity to foster and develop good working relationships.

Be open-minded

Go into consultation with an open mind. This may be difficult at times when 
an agency has a narrow perception of the scope of its legal responsibilities, but 
the fact that the agency has a closed mind is no excuse for closing your own. 
Be alert to possibilities for seizing on something the “other side” proposes and 
building on it, or modifying it a little to suit your needs. Most legal require-
ments are not black and white; they are open for interpretation, and we indig-
enous peoples in the twenty-first century have the ability to read, write, and 
interpret them. Try to avoid getting boxed into situations in which you have to 
accept the agency’s interpretation of things, the agency’s proposal, or bring 
consultation to an end. In most (though certainly not all) cases it is better to 
keep talking than to stop and leave it to the agency to make its final decision.

Don’t be rushed

Don’t get pushed into making a decision “on the fly,” however urgently the 
agency with which you’re consulting may want you to do so. My general rule 
is, never make a decision at the first meeting or presentation. Listen to what 
people have to say, discuss possibilities, clarify points, then take the informa-
tion home and think about it, talk with others in your group (and maybe 
outside it, if you need advice). Set up future meetings to thoroughly address 
all the issues before making a decision. Particularly because you probably need 
to consult with your group’s leadership, your elders, or other traditional 
authorities, you have every reason to refuse to make snap decisions.

Cooling-off periods

If a meeting becomes too intense, request a break and let everyone take a 
breather. If several groups or representatives are involved in a meeting with a 
government agency or others, take time to caucus with your fellow indigenous 
representatives. If worst comes to worst, ask that the meeting to be adjourned 
and rescheduled.

Personality issues

If there are personality conflicts with the government’s representative, request 
a replacement. If the agency cannot or will not designate another person, 
request a mediator. Remember, we all have different personalities and beliefs.
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Be realistic, but …

Have realistic goals and be willing to compromise, but don’t give away your 
heritage for a little something or nothing. Don’t give up just because the 
other side seems to have all the power. Learn about the relevant laws, regula-
tions, and government procedures, and learn to use them. Seek reasonable 
compromises in which everyone comes out a winner, but not at the expense 
of your principles and your heritage.

The Three “C’s”

In conclusion, I want to highlight three “C’s” that are imperative components 
to conducting good consultation. They probably apply to any consultation, 
about anything, but they certainly apply to consultation between a govern-
ment agency and an indigenous group.

The first “C” is communication. The ability to communicate must be taken 
seriously by both the government agency and the indigenous group, and this 
means the ability to communicate across cultural boundaries. For the indige-
nous group it includes not becoming upset when “the other side” inadvert-
ently transgresses your beliefs and values, or explaining why you are upset and 
what can be done about it. For the government agency it includes preparing 
to communicate by learning something about the indigenous group and its 
preferred ways of communicating, and then trying to follow these rules to the 
extent possible. For both sides it means cultivating the ability to listen intently, 
to ask probing questions, to argue without becoming argumentative, and to 
not be patronizing.

The second “C” is the ability to compromise. We can’t always get what we 
want, but through compromise we may get what we need. There is nothing 
wrong with compromise; it is part of life. The ability to compromise takes an 
open mind, particularly about what the agency, its representative, or for that 
matter the indigenous group may interpret as the limitations imposed by the 
cultural resource legal mandates and procedures. For example, if we are 
focused exclusively on the provisions of a law dealing with historic places or 
archaeological sites, we might not be able to reach a compromise about treat-
ment of a site; the agency may see nothing to do but have archaeologists dig 
it up and get it out of the way, while the indigenous group may see no value 
in the archaeological excavation. When we get outside the box represented by 
how historic buildings and archaeological sites are usually treated, we may 
realize that the site is important to the indigenous group because it is where 
the deer come to drink from a pond. Now the way may be open to a 
 compromise – create a new watering place elsewhere.

The third “C” is cooperation. The consulting parties must be willing to 
cooperate with one another, to accommodate one another. If the government 
agency is operating on a strict time schedule imposed by higher authority, the 

King_c21.indd   383King_c21.indd   383 2/4/2011   7:37:10 PM2/4/2011   7:37:10 PM



384  REBA FULLER

indigenous group ought to do its best, within reason, to accommodate the 
agency’s schedule, but conversely, if the group cannot meet a specific  deadline, 
the agency must be willing to make other arrangements.

All three “C’s” are grounded in mutual respect. Indigenous groups have 
little choice but to respect government agencies and those assisted by govern-
ment, while traditionally government and other agents of change have shown 
little or no respect for indigenous groups. This is changing – as reflected in 
high-level policy pronouncements like the United Nations Declaration. 
Government agencies, corporations, academics, and consultants need to take 
such pronouncements to heart, think about what they say, and pay attention 
to them when constructing systems for consultation with Indian tribes and 
other indigenous groups.
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A Displaced People’s 
Perspective on 
Cultural Resource 
Management: Where 
We’re From

David Nickell

CHAPTER 22

Government-run heritage programs exist for the sake of acknowledging and 
preserving cultural heritage, including that associated with public lands, but 
these programs are rarely evaluated from the perspective of the displaced 
 people whose heritage is often at stake. As a result heritage officials seldom 
recognize how alienating even a well-intentioned program can be and, rather 
than seeing the displaced peoples as an ally, have too often seen them as an 
obstacle – if not an outright threat.

This problem has been somewhat addressed by the National Historic 
Preservation Act (NHPA) and its Section 106 review process which 
 automatically gives voice to American Indian tribal governments over their 
own heritage, and – at least theoretically – extends similar recognition to all 
peoples with cultural heritage to protect. But, the many less well-defined 
 peoples who have been displaced by government projects not only do not 
have automatic recognition, they are often overtly denied it. The purpose 
of this chapter is to present the perspective and experiences of a displaced 
people trying to preserve their cultural heritage. I draw from my experi-
ences as a member of the Between the Rivers communities.

In far western Kentucky and Tennessee the Cumberland, Tennessee, and 
Ohio Rivers form the largest inland peninsula in the United States. 
Revolutionary War soldiers began arriving in the 1780s after receiving land 
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there as payment for their service. The Tennessee River was the far western 
boundary of the nation at that time. The descendants of these early settlers 
made their lives within the insulation of the river-defined land they called 
 simply “Between the Rivers” for nearly 200 years before being forcibly 
removed by a series of government projects (Resettlement Administration, 
Kentucky Dam, Barkley Dam, and Land Between the Lakes1). The 170,000-
acre Land Between the Lakes National Recreation Area (LBL) was established 
in the 1960s and managed by the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) until its 
transfer to the US Department of Agriculture’s Forest Service in 1999.

A book is sold in the gift shops of LBL as the authoritative history of 
“Between the Rivers.” The book [Wallace 1992] was written by a history 
professor from a nearby university. She is not a Between the Rivers native, but 
has made a sustained and serious effort to amass an impressive quantity of 
documents about the area. Her book uses these historical factoids to piece 
together a coherent narrative of the place – like a conceptual jigsaw puzzle. 
The book concludes that:

It is . . . a fact that the unique culture of the land between the rivers was 
destroyed. . . . it is impossible to ascertain or adequately describe the effects of 
the loss. The cultural characteristics of the area are disappearing, and it is 
difficult to ferret out the traditions and attitudes which made this area 
reminiscent more of the eighteenth and nineteenth than the twentieth century. 
One cannot ignore the many individuals who suffered the frustration and 
anguish of losing their homes and community. In no way can we relate to their 
grief. (Wallace 1992:279)

She continues, with what I believe to be genuine empathy, that of “those that 
survive,” some have tempered their attitudes, while others have been unable 
to forgive. After the last of the surviving Between the Rivers natives are gone, 
the reader is led to presume, the book will be an invaluable contribution as the 
only record of a vanished people who once inhabited the place.

Such books are available in gift shops and information centers for public 
lands across the country, if not the world (Wheat 2002). After all, it is not 
possible to truly understand a place without understanding the culture it gave 
rise to. I suspect that for the most part these books are well intentioned and 
are of genuine interest to visitors who want a deeper understanding of the 
place they are visiting; and all are likely drawn from solid research. Perhaps it 
is only apparent to those who are native to those cultures that the information 
in the books, while mostly “factual” and coherent, does not sound like “our” 
story – not as we know it. Of course, those native to the culture are not likely 
to possess the specialized training that would allow them to express this in 
language the experts would recognize as legitimate.2 They will have ancestral 
oral stories, communal memories, shared values and traditions, collective 
assumptions, and a deep inexpressible sense of belonging to a place where 
their complex kinship structures are as much a defining part of the landscape 
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as the stones in the hillsides. But, they will not have official documents or 
theoretical underpinnings for their beliefs, and no voice with which to counter 
the formal declaration of the death of their culture. One’s own culture is akin 
to one’s own accent; it is not the sort of thing most people pay attention to, 
much less document and study, as long as one is immersed in it. An inaccurate 
portrayal may sound perfectly authentic to an outsider, but it will cause the 
natives to cringe.

Like all forcibly removed peoples, the Between the Rivers people have been 
portrayed in different ways over time, in accordance with the government’s 
evolving plans for our homeland. During the multiple rounds of eminent 
domain that finally removed all the people – and attempted to remove all evi-
dence that we ever existed – we were a little Appalachian-type culture in 
“a pauperized area” (Wagner 1964) and in need of assistance. We were a cul-
ture that had failed, as evidenced by the population decline in the decades prior 
to the final expulsion (US Department of the Interior 1961). No mention was 
made of the multiple rounds of forced removals that had already taken place, 
or the flooding of our prime crop ground by two massive dam projects.

The Between the Rivers people were verbally insulted and continually har-
assed by government officials. We were referred to as “Between the Rivers 
trash,” and portrayed as ignorant and inbred. Many were forced to move two, 
three, and even four times as they tried to stay within their homeland during 
each new round of eminent domain proceedings. Depending on the argu-
ment that needed to be made, the resistance to leaving Between the Rivers 
was portrayed as both proof that we were so backwards and ignorant that we 
did not even realize we needed help and proof that we were wily land specula-
tors holding out for more money (Stubblefield 1968). By the time federal 
marshals began removing families from their homes and bulldozers came in to 
raze them, a potent public relations campaign had so well established our 
 status as the last obstacle to economic prosperity that we were objects of 
 ridicule and scorn across the region.

One of the greatest tragedies from that long series of events is that the 
relentless derision and misrepresentation, in an effort to make the expulsion 
of a population appear a necessary and positive action, caused some Between 
the Rivers natives to feel ashamed of their own heritage. Just as an enemy 
nation must be demonized in order to build support for making war on its 
population, a people must be defiled and their cultural heritage demeaned 
before public support for forced removal can be achieved. That negative por-
trayal of the people becomes the official account and will impact not only how 
outsiders perceive the people, but how the people perceive themselves (Brown 
1993; Coombe 1995). This is certainly no new phenomenon. Less powerful 
groups have been forced from their homelands by more powerful groups for 
as long as history has been recorded; sometimes rather famously, but mostly 
without any recognition of their plight. As common as that experience has 
been, the magnitude of the impact on the psyche of the exiled people is still 
not adequately understood by the “experts” in heritage preservation.
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Though it certainly did not appear to be the case during the long years that 
our expulsion was under way, it is now obvious from the records of the several 
rounds of eminent domain actions that we were not specifically targeted and 
there was no intentional policy toward us or our culture. We were, to borrow 
a term from the coal industry, overburden – just debris to push to the side in 
the most efficient means available. Most of the early planning documents took 
no notice of us at all, declaring simply that “… public recreation is the best 
possible use of the area’s resources” (Udall 1963). The land was clearly  society’s 
resource – even though we held land grant claims from the Revolutionary 
War – and experts had finally come up with a proper use for it.

For the twentieth anniversary of the announcement of the LBL project an 
in-house TVA publication commemorated the accomplishment by interviewing 
the man credited with the idea of turning the peninsula into a recreation area 
(Morgan 1983). He states that the planners estimated that around 4,000  people 
remained after the first three rounds of eminent domain. They based this 
 estimate on having “studied maps” that indicated the location of remaining 
houses and barns. The proud planner expressed relief that there had been so few 
of us remaining: “If it’d been 10,000 we’d have been dead ducks.” The small 
numbers made his idea “feasible” in a cold monetary calculation that gave us no 
consideration beyond the cost of clearing us out of the way. The negative 
 portrayal was a utilitarian means of building public support for the project while 
further demoralizing the population to be dislocated in order to weaken resist-
ance. It is apparent that the planners never understood our culture, mostly 
because they saw no reason to understand such a powerless people.

The impact on us, whether intended or not, was profound and continues to 
reverberate through generations born well after the removals were complete. 
Being treated as so insignificant as to be unworthy of regard is at least as trau-
matic as being deliberately targeted and, I would argue, makes it more diffi-
cult to conserve the culture. Being perceived as insignificant and then 
strategically targeted with a propaganda campaign is a devastating combina-
tion. Three decades later, agency planners (whose jobs depend on always 
developing new plans to implement) would again fail to take us into account. 
They did not consider that the cultural identity of the Between the Rivers 
people could persist across generations, even after removal from the penin-
sula, or that we would be better prepared for the fight. In the 1990s outraged 
descendants of those removed by the earlier projects, which began in the 
1930s, rallied to fight alongside those removed in the 1960s to defend their 
homeland when a massive development plan was announced by TVA. The 
Between the Rivers people were instrumental in raising a public outcry that 
resulted in Congressman Ed Whitfield calling for a Congressional Hearing on 
the future of LBL.3 That hearing was followed by the passing of the Land 
Between the Lakes Protection Act of 1998, which began the process of 
 transferring LBL to the management of the Forest Service and attempted to 
“. . . codify in law the original mission and promise made to approximately 
949 families who through eminent domain forfeited their homes, churches, 
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businesses, and way of life . . . ” (Whitfield 2000). The number who felt they 
were Between the Rivers natives was not limited to the surviving remnants of 
the estimated 4,000 souls who remained on the peninsula when the final 
expulsion was being planned (apparently the government did not bother to 
compile an exact count of how many it removed during any of the projects). 
When asked why they had not anticipated resistance from the Between the 
Rivers people a TVA official responded, only half jokingly, “We thought they 
were all dead” (personal conversation). The Forest Service was installed as the 
managing agency and now finds itself contending with the Between the Rivers 
people, who still turn out to defend their homeland and heritage, well into the 
twenty-first century. It must be difficult to know how to work with a people 
if you refuse to acknowledge that they exist.

After the peninsula had been purged of its human population and desig-
nated as a national recreation area, our cultural heritage became a valuable 
“heritage resource” to be promoted as a tourism attraction. With almost all 
physical evidence of our having lived on the peninsula deliberately removed 
because we were a failed culture with nothing of value to offer, the “resource” 
had to be reconstructed from the scattered bits of official records. We were 
surprised to learn we were a quaint people of strong Celtic origin (Wallace 
2002, 1992) that had been “… geographically isolated . . . [and] maintained 
the old folkways, traditions, and attitudes which had long been forgotten in 
other parts of the United States . . . ” (Wallace 2002:3). Many of the earliest 
settlers on the peninsula did come from the Appalachian region of North 
Carolina, where Celtic ancestry is common, but the German, French, Native 
American, and African American strains among us were apparently invisible to 
the outsiders, who see what they expect to see. We were portrayed as a “moon-
shine culture”4 and caricatured in a cartoonish manner for popular consump-
tion, because that is what outsiders expected, and wanted, to see. Our 
“isolation” (we called it “insulation”) was portrayed as almost complete, as if 
we had been in a sort of time warp. This popular depiction made it impossible 
to see the real culture, which was not wholly isolated, contained great varia-
tion and complexity within itself, had integrated “modern” technologies to 
fit our own values and ways, and yet maintained a proud distinction from 
the outside.

The projection of inaccurate stereotypes onto culturally distinct peoples is 
common (Dunn 1988) and leaves the people wondering why they never knew 
who they were until the outside world told them (Biggers 2006). The dichot-
omy between the actual culture as the Between the Rivers people lived and 
understood it and the “official” account was not new but it was enlarged and 
solidified by the relocations; and the externally constructed image is the ver-
sion the public LBL heritage program attempts to preserve. Like so many 
other displaced peoples, we found ourselves with little power to fend off the 
external forces that were defining us. Efforts to correct the image are met with 
bureaucratic resistance – if not outright hostility. That we do not look like the 
stereotyped culture they projected onto us is now used as proof that our 
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 culture has vanished. According to the experts, we simply do not understand 
our own cultural heritage.

Early in the twenty-first century, we asked that our homeland be recognized 
as eligible for the US National Register of Historic Places as a “Traditional 
Cultural Property”5 and that we be recognized as consulting parties in the 
Forest Service’s planning activities.6 We were informed that there never had 
been a Between the Rivers culture because we had never been any different 
than the people in the surrounding region (Lisowsky 2006; Wise 2002). 
Without a distinct language or religion we did not fit the authorities’ loosely 
defined idea of what constitutes a “culture.” The Forest Service Area Supervisor 
who made this determination, as he is charged to do under US law, has an 
educational background in engineering. But a trained heritage officer for the 
Forest Service explained that the regulations require consulting party status to 
be extended to tribal governments as a “legal obligation” but “no other 
organizations or groups have this kind of status . . . ” (Wise 2002). The over-
whelming majority of heritage sites in LBL are remnants of our lives in that 
place, but we were denied consulting party status while it was extended to 
tribes that had expressed no special interests in the area. Mere compliance 
with the letter of the law does not imply adherence to the intent of the law. 
When we wanted to make use of the heritage laws and regulations, we were 
neither a quaint culture nor even a backwards culture – we simply did not 
exist. The agency would acknowledge us only as “interested individuals,” not 
as a group (Lisowsky 2006).7 With no recognized standing toward our own 
heritage, we are in the company of an apparently large number of other dis-
placed and unacknowledged peoples. As an official from the State Historic 
Preservation Office expressed it during a conference call, extending such rec-
ognition to us would set a bad precedent and “open the floodgates” of people 
everywhere wanting a say in how places important to them are managed. We 
thought this was exactly the intent of the law but apparently the law actually 
serves to shield the agencies from public involvement.

By the time LBL was transferred to the Forest Service the heritage issue was 
already highly contentious. We suggested that the incoming heritage official 
should be a cultural anthropologist. Someone who could understand a living 
culture, we thought, would be capable of working with us. Instead, an archae-
ologist was hired for the job. He was trained to preserve material artifacts of 
dead cultures and more than once described historic artifacts as “garbage” 
that should be cleaned up. Our rich folklore and communal knowledge of the 
peninsula was dismissed as irrelevant to the LBL heritage program. He had 
official records and enough archaeological sites on the ground to provide all 
the information he needed and had no interest in talking with us at all. Based 
on our experience, it is clear that the primary role of the heritage officer at a 
public facility is to use heritage regulations to minimize public interference 
with agency projects. We were told that as “interested” individuals (not as a 
group) we could volunteer to assist in their official LBL heritage program, 
if we wished; but, we would have no more say over the cultural heritage, 
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what has significance, or how it is portrayed, than any other citizen in America. 
That cultural heritage, we were told, belongs as much to the tourist visiting 
LBL as it does to us, and it would be inappropriate to give a small “special 
interest group” more control over the public’s resource than everyone else. 
Doing so would be to “. . . assume that by virtue of their status, their opinions 
would in fact be considered more important than those of the general public” 
(Lisowsky 2006). Our involvement would have to be limited to providing 
occasional volunteer assistance in excavating a site the experts decided was 
worthy of preservation, for which we might receive a discount on admission 
to see the displays about our culture – alongside all the other tourists in our 
homeland. Whether intended or not, this is an imposed culture-destroying 
alienation that leaves individuals feeling they have been turned inside out. 
It can produce genuine nausea.

We had asked what we thought was a tautologically obvious question: 
“Whose heritage is it?” The agency had responded very clearly that it was the 
public’s property, not ours. The federal government had displaced us from 
our homeland and now was using a heritage program to dispossess us of all 
that we had remaining – our profound sense of being a placed people with a 
cultural heritage. It is a commonly stated sentiment that even though the 
place no longer belongs to us, we still belong to the place. It is painfully 
 obvious to us that we have a relationship to the Between the Rivers cultural 
heritage, and the peninsula that spawned it, that no one else will ever have. 
It is precisely that relationship that the government heritage officials see as a 
threat. We have been told in almost every interaction with agency officials that 
“it is public land now” and the heritage belongs to the American people.

Eminent domain took our land, but a cultural heritage is not something 
that can be bought or sold. Unfortunately, it can be destroyed and the rem-
nants appropriated for display, like a prized butterfly collection. The purely 
immediate and subjective experience is that of identity theft, with the 
 perpetrator looking you in the eye and proclaiming it is rightfully and legally 
theirs – and you can never have it back. The term “violated” is far too weak.

We were told that even if the few surviving members of the culture did have 
a connection to Between the Rivers, our children would not, because their 
relationship to the place would not be the same as those who had actually 
lived there. But, any living culture must evolve in response to changing condi-
tions if it is to survive. Among those who are actively engaged in our efforts 
in the twenty-first century are the descendants of those removed in the 1930s. 
Their relationship to our cultural heritage is obviously not the same as those 
who actually lived through the expulsions, but it is still compelling them to be 
actively involved in a consuming and frustrating struggle that has persisted for 
decades with little to call success beyond the persistence itself. That cultural 
identity is still a functioning component in their lives is the only possible 
explanation. The place gives rise to the culture; the culture gives rise to the 
people. Though the people are physically displaced from the land, the culture 
continues to provide them with the connection to the place that defines who 
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they are – even if only as a displaced people. The new generations are not 
interested in learning about some past way of life, but in being part of a living 
cultural heritage.

An agency of the federal government charged with managing public land 
has a responsibility to protect the resource for all Americans and to take a 
long-range perspective when developing goals for the land’s management. 
But rather than finding ways to accommodate future generations of Between 
the Rivers people in the LBL management plan, the agency’s message was 
clear: the agency will preserve only those artifacts it determines are significant 
for future generations of Americans in general. What their heritage program 
will preserve will not be a functioning culture that continues to construct 
shared understandings out of many generations of accumulated experience in 
a specific place, but a constructed commodity with a value determined by its 
ability to attract visitors. No public display of artifacts and interpretive sig-
nage, regardless of how thoroughly researched and documented, can conserve 
an authentic culture; culture must be lived if it is to survive (Cruikshank 
1992). It is surely more in the long-term public interest to keep the many 
small authentically placed cultures alive and authentically connected to their 
places, even if only as displaced peoples, than to destroy them.

Rather than our being required to ask the government’s permission to 
maintain our cultural heritage, we believe it is the government that should 
seek our permission to portray our heritage. A cooperative arrangement with 
both parties assisting each other to achieve their goals would, I believe, be the 
best outcome for the American public. This can only begin with respectful 
acknowledgment of the culture by the agency officials charged with doing just 
that. Until such recognition comes, the only course of action open to us is to 
resist the attempts to appropriate our cultural heritage.

From the perspective of a displaced people, the “outsiders” know nothing 
of the people or their real cultural heritage and do not understand the deep 
longing to maintain the connection to the homeland – and no one cares. An 
obstacle more daunting than the government’s refusal to work with us is the 
perception among the people that there is no hope of success. The agency’s 
responses to us seem carefully crafted to produce just this perception.

No one who has not been in this situation can know the complex feelings 
of watching tourists, enthralled with the beauty of a place that defines you, 
picking spring daffodils and jonquils from a former home or church site, 
blissfully unaware of where they are. Any effort to inform them will almost 
 certainly be perceived as an expression of a bitter people unwilling to forget 
the past and move on. An official once told a group of Between the Rivers 
people that the agency did appreciate the sacrifice we had made. He became 
angry and ended the meeting when it was pointed out that there is an impor-
tant difference between making a sacrifice and being sacrificed. This raw 
divide in how the situation is understood permeates every interaction 
between the  people and the agency. For example, in one meeting the herit-
age officer explained that the newly crafted Heritage Resource Management 
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Plan (in whose  production we had had no involvement) and resulting offi-
cial account of LBL history would not contain reference to our having 
resisted removal until federal marshals were sent in, but would refer to us as 
“willing sellers.” This was being done, he explained, to “keep the bitterness 
out of the official record” (Wise 2003). He had assumed we would appreci-
ate this, but we saw it as another deliberate attempt to misrepresent our real 
history.

The peninsula defined the economic and social patterns of our lives for 
nearly two centuries. Ferries were the primary access to and from the  peninsula. 
Much of our economic and social network was internal to the peninsula and a 
distinct body of understandings and folkways emerged. During the time my 
family lived on our place it was in two states and three counties as outsiders 
redrew their political boundaries during the formative stages of the nation. 
Life on the peninsula followed its own course of development and our  loyalties 
and identifications were always more geographical than political. Public serv-
ices and the formal organization of government only marginally reached across 
the rivers, with the result that the many small communities developed a strong 
tradition-based organizational structure, each with its own unique identity 
within the unique identity of Between the Rivers. Communities had their own 
small schools and churches; informal gatherings at these were the mechanisms 
for decision making in the complete absence of any formal governance system 
with titles like “mayor” or “council.” Leadership and authority were earned 
over a lifetime of active participation in the community and thus highly 
respected – but never formally designated. The perception that formally des-
ignated “authority” based on job titles is unearned and illegitimate while 
informally earned authority is wholly legitimate remains a defining factor in 
interactions among the Between the Rivers people. This most basic cultural 
trait is apparently not grasped at all by the agency officials, whose insistence 
that we recognize their formal authority, even on first meeting, is perceived by 
us as arrogance. Our tendency to disregard titles and instead seek out 
those individuals we feel have earned our trust (regardless of their title) 
is befuddling to agency officials, but they apparently have no interest in 
 understanding.

An informal but concerted conservation effort began among Between the 
Rivers community members in the first decade of the twentieth century – 
with no government involvement – and its success8 is what originally attracted 
the attention of the government. Our traditional uses of our resources and 
strategies for living within the well-defined limits of a peninsula were imme-
diately in conflict with the newly arriving officials and their official agenda. 
Our use of the resources upon which we had based our way of life became a 
federal crime by executive order in 1938.9 Early records from the agencies 
indicate that before the first rounds of removals even began we were labeled 
as outlaws who did not respect the authority of officials (Hudson 1999; 
Henry 1975). The already strong sense of “insider/outsider” was exacerbated, 
on both sides.
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Like a great many self-defined peoples (Stewart 1990), our version of our 
history and the events leading to our expulsion is markedly different from the 
version recorded in the official documents of those who exiled us. It is their 
records that the heritage program draws its puzzle pieces from. We have 
insisted that if the heritage program is to portray “our” heritage it should at 
least take our version into account, but we were told there is no record of 
what we claim. The narrative their official history tells is a coherent and docu-
mented account, but it is eerily foreign to us and we have to wonder to what 
extent it represents any real cultural heritage at all.

As a result of the widely diverging versions of the same history, the official 
heritage programs almost never take into account what the people value most: 
the deeply rooted communities with an interconnecting web of family lineage 
forming a cultural landscape that is, to them, inseparable from the physical 
topography. Over the generations the physical topography becomes a socio-
geography. It is the everyday world of lived experience within a landscape of 
knowledge that reaches across generations to a pool of meanings and signifi-
cations the individuals encounter as already there (Bell 1997). This “life-
world” (Lebenswelt) of sedimented meanings (Husserl 1970) is unfathomable 
to outsiders (Allen 1990), and never fully comprehensible or expressible by 
the people “dwelling” (Heidegger 1962) within it. As such, the place has a 
power to inform the lives of the people who belong there that is completely 
absent to outsiders.

Whenever Between the Rivers natives meet for the first time there will 
always be an exchange of lineage; not just of kinship, but of neighbors and 
community alliances. Place names and people’s names are conjoined within 
the web of cultural memory that holds the socio-geography in place, even 
though we no longer live there – at least not physically. In such a culture, you 
do not really know someone until you know the geography of their lineage. 
Official signage and maps of the LBL do not reflect the landscape we know. 
The names we used to designate our “places” often had little resemblance to 
the names map makers from across the rivers recorded. Some of the places 
that are of great significance to us are not even recognized as “places” in any 
official account. Other “real” place names were assigned to totally different 
locations after the expulsion, apparently at random. Our repeated requests 
that we be allowed to erect small signs (at our expense and by our labor) at 
sites that play major roles in our heritage have been dismissed because such 
signage was not a “goal” of the official heritage program and, even if it were, 
those places did not meet their “objective” criteria for significance.

We feel that being able to retain the “real” names of the places is a vital step 
if future generations of Between the Rivers people are to keep their connec-
tion to our shared heritage rooted in the place. If our stories are retained by 
future generations but not locatable on the ground the culture is disembodied 
and will quickly lose all vitality in the lives of individuals. The complex web of 
socio-geography cannot be written down and stored in a file cabinet or as 
pages on a web site. The assumed meanings and interconnections are far too 
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complex and the internal logic too fluid to be captured in any number of 
recorded narratives. The culture knows more than any of the individuals who 
share in it and it exists only through their interactions within the praxis of the 
cultural patterns. We have never wanted the “stories” of the places preserved 
on some interpretive sign – just the correct names as we know them. The 
meanings of those places must be kept alive and active in our collective knowl-
edge and work or it will be reduced to bits of dry fact with no power.

We finally began our own program of constructing and erecting small 
inconspicuous signs, even though it is not part of the “public heritage pro-
gram” for LBL and is not allowed on public land. There are also sites within 
the forest of LBL that for over four decades have had nothing to indicate they 
are any different from the surrounding landscape, except that they are kept 
meticulously mown and decorated with flowers, all by anonymous descend-
ants of an absent community. Guerilla heritage action is frowned upon by 
those in charge of the official program but when it is the only option available 
for cultural survival, then the most effective assistance an empathetic heritage 
officer could provide is to sometimes simply look the other way.

In casual talk among ourselves the people in the narratives are always placed. 
They are not truly characters until they are located. Even in seemingly sterile 
statements such as “he was from the Cumberland side but moved to the 
Tennessee side (of the peninsula)” the placement descriptors cue a range of 
unspoken knowledge, without it being directly stated. This complex collective 
knowledge of ourselves in our place is what we are most concerned to keep 
alive. It is also what is least likely to be understood by any official, or preserved 
by any artifacts or documentation, however nicely displayed.

I believe Mary Hufford’s (1994) assertion is to the point: culture must be 
conserved because we preserve only what is already dead. Dislocated people will 
always be most anxious to conserve their culture for their own use. Whether 
any public display is ever developed is of little interest. The heritage officials 
find it difficult to step outside of their training in artful preservation and 
 display for public viewing. The art of the heritage officer at a public facility is 
remarkably like that of the mortician, only sometimes they are unwilling to 
wait for death by natural causes. This difference in agendas makes it very 
 difficult for the two perspectives to communicate, even when they do try.

The forced displacement from the peninsula makes it impossible to engage 
with the place through daily living in the manner that gave rise to the culture, 
but engaged praxis is still possible. Through every-Saturday workdays to 
maintain the more than 250 small cemeteries through restoration and main-
tenance of the only remaining church in LBL,10 through annual dinners and 
reunions for the various communities, through festivals celebrating our herit-
age, through a magazine consisting of contributed photos, stories, songs, 
genealogies, poems, or anything else Between the Rivers people submit, 
through organized resistance to agency proposals we see as harmful to our 
homeland, and through many other activities recognized as Between the 
Rivers activities, we stay engaged with each other and with the place. During 
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workdays on the many community sites elders talk that invaluable talk about 
the happenings and the people associated with that place, and we all enlarge 
our understanding of who we are. We have managed to retain a connection to 
each other that ties us to the place to an extent that is surprising even to us. 
We have, in short, kept alive an ownership of our own collective heritage that 
no agency official can capture in an interpretive display. Most importantly, the 
commitment that brings us together to do the work is not for the sake of pre-
serving the past, but of holding open the future. We would be satisfied if there 
were no heritage displays for the public at all, so long as we could continue to 
do our work to ensure that our descendants can feel ownership of the cul-
tural heritage. The heritage officials would as soon we did die off, as long as 
they could preserve artifacts of the past for the public to learn of “their” herit-
age. The problem is in how to reconcile these conflicting understandings 
and goals.

It cannot be denied that there is resentment, mistrust, and reluctance to 
work together on both sides. In fact, acknowledgment of this will be necessary 
if there is to be any hope of working together. The Between the Rivers people 
sincerely believed that when TVA left and the Forest Service arrived as the 
managing agency of LBL we would have a fresh start with an agency that 
would be willing to work with us. Instead, the new agency insisted that because 
it was not involved in the removals it had no interest in addressing the past – 
even as it developed a heritage plan for the park. If anything, the resistance to 
acknowledging our claim to our cultural heritage is more institutionalized 
than ever.

Over the past decades of working to protect our cultural heritage and home-
land the Between the Rivers people have spent much time discussing what 
outcome could ensure that our children and grandchildren do not have to 
continue the fights we have endured, or face fines or arrests for their efforts, 
as we have. I believe that even though our emerging vision is place specific 
it can still provide a viable model for how other displaced peoples and 
 government agencies could work together so that everyone’s goals are met. 
Progress anywhere would benefit all.

When TVA was attempting its large-scale commercial developments in LBL 
it closed many small educational facilities in order to divert funds to the new 
developments. One such facility has a building that was constructed specifi-
cally to house interpretive displays for the public. This is located at the site of 
a former community. Just over the hill, a few hundred yards away, and nestled 
just out of sight, is an original home, still intact and well preserved. Of the 
thousands of homes destroyed this is one of the two remaining. This struc-
ture, which TVA used for storage, has been determined to likely be eligible for 
the National Register of Historic Places by an independent consultant (Hudson 
1999). The Forest Service has completely abandoned the entire site with the 
result that the buildings, while still easily restorable at this time, are deteriorat-
ing rapidly. We have repeatedly proposed that the house be turned over to us 
for use as a heritage center for the Between the Rivers people – and we would 
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provide all materials and labor and future upkeep for free. We could use it to 
store maps, documents, genealogical records, photo collections, etc., and it 
could be a place to hold meetings, workshops, and festivals for the Between 
the Rivers people. Just over the hill, in the display building, would be the 
agency’s public heritage program for the visitors to LBL to learn about 
the Between the Rivers heritage, the history of LBL, the natural history of 
the peninsula, or whatever. Conservation and preservation could exist side by 
side in a fully cooperative manner.

From such a cooperative effort, strategies to develop and implement herit-
age projects throughout LBL could proceed in a manner that would meet all 
our goals. We are dedicated, knowledgeable, and we do our work for free. 
There are many such populations that have been pushed to the margins 
in hopes that they will just go away, with the result that the agencies are 
squandering the most valuable resource that they have.

The parallel heritage programs (one designed to allow the people to  conserve 
their own cultural heritage, the other to allow the agency to educate the 
American people) could draw resources from and provide support to each 
other. We could retain an authentic sense of ownership of our cultural heritage 
within our homeland. It would be an acknowledged and legitimated mecha-
nism through which future generations could participate in their own cultural 
heritage within their homeland. The agency could have a public heritage pro-
gram with our full support and assurance that the displays were accurate and 
as authentic as an interpretive heritage program can be. The “natives” could 
even provide programs for the public, such as plays and guided tours of com-
munity sites. We believe this would be a positive outcome for all concerned – 
including the American public which would benefit from both an innovative 
educational program and from the continued existence of a placed culture. 
Thus far, the agency has refused to even acknowledge our proposals, and the 
buildings continue to deteriorate.

The agency has consistently refused even our most basic requests to be 
involved in review of its plans in any capacity beyond that of just another 
“interested” citizen submitting comments. Other than the explanation that it 
would be unfair to give a small group more say than others over the public’s 
resource, the argument is often used that it would be impossible to determine 
who is really a Between the Rivers native. It has been, they say, more than 80 
years since the first removals and going on 50 years since the final purge of the 
population. Like any other group, the range of active involvement covers a 
wide spectrum from being a defining part of daily life to marginal interest. 
This is likely the case for all displaced peoples. So, how could the agency 
determine whom to recognize as a Between the Rivers native after all those 
who actually lived there are gone?

Our answer has been consistent and we believe it is very workable: Anyone 
who wants to be recognized and has direct ancestry to anyone buried Between 
the Rivers is a Between the Rivers native. Beyond that simple mechanism for 
the agency to develop a system of “objective” validation is what we consider 
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even more to the point: we know. It takes only a short conversation to have a 
Between the Rivers native placed within the socio-geography of the place. It is 
even an often-made claim that, “We can just look at somebody and tell they 
are from Between the Rivers.” There is no way the agency could ever verify 
that vague claim, however much truth there is in it. We cannot explain what 
this knowledge is based upon, but we just know. The agency could rely 
on objective criteria if it must; we could rely on our subjective criteria. The 
parallel programs could be mutually confirming.

The government has acted as if we intend to open a casino, or stage a coup 
and take the land back, when all we want is acknowledgment of a simple fact: 
it is our cultural heritage and we are still using it. That simple acknowledg-
ment extended to all displaced peoples would benefit us all. The only compli-
cation is that the agency would have to do its job, as the laws established to 
protect heritage intended. Short of that, unrecognized displaced peoples can 
only follow Calvin Coolidge’s famous advice to the Native Americans and 
endeavor to persevere, and hope that thinking about cultural heritage matures 
quickly.

Notes

1 For a more thorough treatment of the history of the Between the Rivers people 
and the attempt to conserve the cultural heritage, see Nickell 2007.

2 I have been told repeatedly that my attempts to express these concerns are not 
legitimate because, as one of the Between the Rivers people, I cannot be objective. 
The insistence on an “objective” treatment of culture excludes anyone who  actually 
knows the culture.

3 Hearing Before the Subcommittee on Water Resources and Environment of the 
Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure, House of Representatives, One 
Hundred Fifth Congress, First Session. June 21, 1997.

4 The term and the accompanying inaccurate narrative were prominently displayed 
on the “heritage” page of the LBL web site and on a web page by a citizen who 
described himself as a regular visitor to LBL. A local business used the caricature 
of backwoods Between the Rivers moonshiners in an ad campaign. Hard copies 
are in the author’s possession. The offensive description was finally removed from 
the official LBL web page and the business stopped the ad campaign in response 
to numerous complaints by Between the Rivers people.

5 That is, a place whose significance is derived from its relationship to a  community’s 
identity; see National Park Service 1990.

6 Per the regulations implementing Section 106 of the US National Historic 
Preservation Act, 36 CFR 800.

7 As this book nears publication, the Forest Service has “granted” us consulting 
party status under Section 106, but it is not yet clear whether this means that it 
will hereafter consult us in any meaningful way.

8 The success of the community’s conservation effort, begun by at least 1908, has 
been verified by genetic tests that show that all wild turkey and white-tailed deer in 
Kentucky originated from Between the Rivers. Both the state and federal wildlife 
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 agencies conducted aggressive capture and relocation programs Between the 
Rivers, because our traditional conservation strategies had worked, while wildlife 
populations were depleted outside the peninsula.

 9 Franklin Roosevelt signed Executive Order 7966 to establish the Kentucky 
Woodlands National Wildlife Refuge from land that had been used for open-
range grazing and hunting since the 1780s. The community members arrested 
the federal officials for interfering with the traditional use, but the federal govern-
ment intervened to have the officials released. The loss of this commons was the 
beginning of the deliberate dismantling of a traditional way of life that had evolved 
on the peninsula.

10 We carry out these and other works quietly, and without any implication that the 
church is exclusively our own; we believe that sites associated with our heritage 
should be available to anyone, any time, but should never be promoted as 
 “attractions” for tourists.
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PART IV Legal, Administrative, 
and Practical Contexts

CRM is practiced in the contexts of laws, regulations, planning procedures, 
government organization, politics, and the realities of modern life. The eight 
chapters making up this part reflect on some of these defining contexts. 
As usual, there are many other aspects of law, political structure, and the 
 operations of governments in peace and war that could be explored, but these 
chapters, it is hoped, will give the reader some food for thought. The final 
chapter indulges the editor with a look toward the future.
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Cultural Resource 
Laws: The Legal 
Mélange

Thomas F. King

CHAPTER 23

Introduction: CRM and Law

Cultural resource management (CRM) does not loom large as a geopolitical 
issue among nations – or within them, for that matter.

This may be too bad, because cultural resources can have profound geo-
political, social, and economic implications. Consider how Jerusalem trou-
bles relationships among practitioners of the Abrahamic religions, and 
between Israel and its neighbors. Consider the impact of Japanese sushi cui-
sine on tuna populations and the global economy. Consider Han and 
Uighars, Han and Tibetans, Tutsi and Hutu, Serbs and Bosnians. Consider 
indigenous populations and international mining interests in the Peruvian 
rain forests. Whatever their economic, ecological, and political colorations, 
each one of these international headaches and local tragedies is grounded in 
conflicts over cultural resources – be they pieces of land, buildings, lan-
guages, ethnic identities, religious beliefs, plants, animals, or the spiritual 
animus of place. Arguably, there is no issue more urgently important to our 
survival as a species – other than reducing population and fending off incom-
ing asteroids – than figuring out how to accommodate one another’s cul-
tural identities. Such accommodation inevitably involves the resources that 
are those identities’ building blocks.

The fact remains, however, that governments – although they enact a lot of 
laws dealing with cultural resources – do not invest much brainpower in 
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designing them, coordinating them, or figuring out how they may be imple-
mented. As a result, the legal “systems” for managing cultural resources are 
scarcely worthy of the name. Yet CRM involves working with many, many 
laws and law-like institutions, 1 and the CRM practitioner needs to be knowl-
edgeable about those that apply to the places where he or she works, and to 
the resource types with which she or he deals.

Such knowledge is not usually conveyed to us in an organized way as part 
of our university education. Most of us are taught to be historians, anthro-
pologists, architects, archaeologists, or perhaps geographers, with little or no 
consideration given to legal matters. A few universities have interdisciplinary 
CRM, heritage, or historic preservation curricula, but these typically deal with 
legal issues as a matter of boring rote: these are the laws, these are the regula-
tions; these are the standards. And often, in my admittedly limited experience, 
what is taught is simply wrong, or at least desperately incomplete. So what we 
learn about the laws we learn on our own, on the job.

This is too bad, because cultural resource law is – or can be – a fascinating, 
dynamic subject, and the laws structure, constrain, and focus everything we 
do. As I’ve suggested above, it is regrettable that governments don’t give 
them more careful attention, but how can they be blamed when practitioners, 
and the universities that train practitioners, are no more attentive?

This chapter cannot pretend to give anyone a comprehensive picture of 
cultural resource law, particularly beyond the confines of a particular polity 
like the United States. What I’ll try to do instead is provide a broad-brush 
overview of the kinds of laws a CRM practitioner is likely to encounter, and 
then touch on some of the issues involved in working with them. Tom Green’s 
Chapter 24 then goes into more detail about some specific laws of different 
countries around the world.

Kinds of Cultural Resource Laws

Generally speaking, the laws fall into several broad categories.
Historic preservation laws. These laws seek to protect, preserve, or other-

wise manage pieces of real estate – and sometimes other things like aircraft 
and watercraft – believed by the government enacting them to have historic, 
architectural, sometimes archaeological, sometimes other cultural significance. 
The government typically establishes a list of such places, and usually pre-
scribes how this list will be maintained and expanded. It then prescribes or 
proscribes the application of particular practices to such places – perhaps say-
ing that they may not be demolished, or that they must be maintained in 
particular ways. A more flexible form of preservation law neither quite pre-
scribes nor proscribes treatment, but establishes some kind of process by which 
treatment will be decided on a more or less case-by-case basis. Most historic 
preservation laws also set up administrative systems to manage the programs 
they create – typically government ministries, commissions, or agencies of 
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some kind, with the power to issue rules and regulations. In some cases these 
entities are given enforcement authority. Sometimes being on the govern-
ment’s list qualifies a property (or its owner) for grants, tax benefits, or other 
forms of government encouragement.

Landmark or Monument laws. These laws are like historic preservation laws, 
but may involve more than just pieces of real property. They typically provide 
for maintaining a government list of significant cultural phenomena, often but 
not always called “landmarks,” “monuments,” or something with similar 
meaning in the relevant language – that is, things of unusual historical or 
esthetic interest, such that they are or ought to be kept in perpetuity. Besides 
buildings, sites, sometimes villages and urban neighborhoods, and the like, 
“landmarks” or “monuments” often include natural areas, animals, plants, 
people with special cultural knowledge or skills, works of art, examples of 
expressive culture (song, story, dance, painting, costume), even language and 
aspects of social organization. The exact range of phenomena that can be 
“landmarked” varies widely among jurisdictions. Landmark/monument laws 
are not always very explicit about what designating something means beyond 
according the thing a special honor. Some such laws at least imply that the 
thing is supposed to be protected, and sometimes regulations are put in place 
providing for such protection. The broader and more inclusive the list is, 
however, the harder it is to even conceptualize means of protection, to say 
nothing of actualizing them. Like historic preservation laws, some landmark/
monument laws are linked to government subsidies or other forms of encour-
agement to keep the landmarks alive in the nation’s culture. As with historic 
preservation laws, oversight is often assigned to a cultural ministry, landmarks 
commission, or other official body.

Antiquities/Patrimony/Cultural Heritage laws. Antiquities laws – also com-
monly referred to as “patrimony” or “cultural heritage” laws, though such 
terminology is also used with reference to other types of law – regulate the 
excavation, removal, or defacement, and sometimes the disposition, of his-
toric and ancient artifacts. They also often but not always regulate treatment 
of the sites and works of architecture in and around which such artifacts are 
found. In their simplest form, they flatly prohibit disturbance of such things 
by anyone lacking an official permit to do so. Governments themselves, how-
ever, are usually either explicitly or implicitly exempted from such permit 
requirements, as are private property owners in some countries (such as, with 
a few local and state-level exceptions, the United States). Antiquities laws usu-
ally also set up permitting systems and bureaucracies to issue permits and 
otherwise administer the law’s provisions. Sometimes these systems are the 
same as those established under historic preservation or landmarks/monu-
ments laws, and indeed in some cases antiquities laws are subsumed within 
historic preservation legal systems, or both reside within larger ministries of 
culture. In other cases the historic preservation and antiquities bureaucracies 
are entirely distinct from one another, and in others they are independent but 
overlap and interact in more or less uncomfortable ways.
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Grave protection laws. Many nations and their political subdivisions (prov-
inces, states, cities) have laws specifically protecting the burial places of 
deceased human beings, and the common law is generally interpreted to 
require a degree of respect for the dead. In recent decades it has become 
apparent that in countries with histories of colonialism, the deceased of those 
colonized tend to be treated with less respect than those of colonizers and 
their descendants. In response, laws have sometimes been put in place provid-
ing special protections to the graves of indigenous or otherwise culturally 
distinct populations, including unmarked graves, and establishing special pro-
cedures to be followed when such a grave is inadvertently encountered during 
construction or other forms of land modification.

Heritage laws. Sometimes historic preservation, landmarks, antiquities pro-
tection, and grave protection are all (or mostly) subsumed under laws dealing 
broadly with the protection of “heritage.” Like “cultural resource,” “herit-
age” is variously defined, so sometimes heritage laws embrace not only the 
real estate that is the typical subject of historic preservation, the stuff-in-the-
ground that is the focus of antiquities and graves protection, and “landmarks” 
like works of art, monuments, special animals and plants, and people who are 
viewed as masters of particular arts or cultural practices, but also expansive 
natural areas, special natural resources like coral reefs, beautiful views and vis-
tas, endangered or charismatic species, the night sky, valued odors or sounds, 
and other wholly natural phenomena.

Environmental impact assessment (EIA) laws. EIA laws are intended to 
make sure that the effects of proposed changes to the natural and built envi-
ronment are predicted and controlled before decisions are made about 
whether and how to proceed with them. Cultural resources are sometimes 
referred to more or less explicitly (by various names) in EIA laws and the 
regulations that guide their implementation; other times they are not, but 
they are nevertheless often considered as parts of the environment a pro-
posed change (e.g., a highway, a housing scheme, a reservoir) may affect. 
The existence of other laws (historic preservation laws, landmark laws, etc.) 
often constrains the analysis of impacts on cultural resources; in the United 
States, for instance, it is common practice to focus “cultural resource” analy-
ses in EIA only on the types of resources dealt with by the National Historic 
Preservation Act (NHPA), the Native American Graves Protection Act 
(NAGPRA), and sometimes relevant state and local laws. This, of course, 
means that impacts on all other types of cultural resource go without analysis 
or consideration.

Religious practice laws. These laws seek to protect religious practices, beliefs, 
ceremonies, and their accompanying places and paraphernalia. The most 
straightforward such laws are found in countries with large and powerful 
majorities that subscribe to a more or less unified spiritual tradition. Shari’a 
law in some Muslim countries is an example; practices interpreted as inconsist-
ent with Qur’anic principles are simply forbidden. The laws of more pluralistic 
and secular nations typically seek – at least ostensibly – to guarantee everyone 
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the right to practice their religious beliefs as they see fit, provided they do not 
impinge on the interests of others or on essential government functions.

Subsistence laws. In jurisdictions where traditional subsistence activities such 
as hunting, plant gathering, and fishing are important or valued, laws may be 
put in place to protect the rights of particular populations (such as indigenous 
groups) or the general public to engage in such inherently cultural activities. 
In the United States, treaties between the US government and Indian tribes 
are often critical in the definition of subsistence rights.

Cultural diversity laws. Laws designed to protect human or civil rights are 
often explicitly or implicitly protective of cultural resources to the extent such 
resources – however defined – are related to the maintenance of cultural diver-
sity and the rights of minority groups.

Celebration, commemoration, and encouragement laws. Many governments 
officially endorse celebrations of national, regional, local and ethnic culture, 
history, arts and crafts, in the form of festivals, competitions, and special holi-
days. Government may also encourage the preservation and health of cultural 
resources through the issuance of grants and awards, for example to support 
the retention and transmission of traditional languages, music, or arts.

Curatorial laws. Museums, research centers, libraries and archives, and repos-
itories of ethnographic and archaeological specimens and works of art are of 
course set up by governments through the enactment of laws. These laws some-
times also prescribe what will be cared for by such institutions and what stand-
ards of care will be employed, or authorize and direct government ministries to 
do so. Standards of care typically address interior climate control, fire protection, 
safety and security measures, record-keeping systems, and the qualifications of 
curatorial personnel.

Historic documents laws. These are a particular kind of curatorial law, 
designed to keep historically and/or politically important government (and 
sometimes other) documents from being casually or surreptitiously destroyed. 
They typically address “documents” of all kinds, including electronic media. 
Since it would be administratively impossible to retain every single piece of 
paper (or byte of data) produced by a government agency or anyone else, such 
laws typically provide for systems of document disposal.

Intellectual property laws. Laws aimed at protecting the rights of those 
who produce intellectual property – for example books and other media – 
 obviously treat a very important intangible cultural resource, and may relate 
to the management of more tangible resources as well, such as books and 
manuscripts themselves. In recent years there has also been hot debate both 
at national and international levels about the intellectual property rights of 
 indigenous groups vis-à-vis natural resources used for pharmaceutical and 
other modern  purposes; these quite physical resources often play important 
cultural roles in both indigenous and non-indigenous cultures, and intel-
lectual property rights have to be weighed and balanced in determining 
how they are used, how and whether information is shared, and how profits 
from the  application of resources and information are allocated.
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Resource-specific laws. Sometimes a government will enact a law to give 
 special recognition, support, or protection to a particular type of cultural 
resource, or even a specific resource. The most common such law is the type 
that designates a particular place or thing as “historic” or as having “heritage” 
value, and applies particular protective measures to it, or reserves it as a park, 
or provides funds to support its management. But “specific” does not always 
mean “tightly bounded” or “affixed in place.” The US state of New Mexico, 
for example, has a law protecting the night sky as a cultural resource, under 
which restrictions are imposed on sources of light pollution.

Action- or agency-specific laws. Some laws, and bodies of law, apply only to 
particular actions or programs, or to specific government agencies. These laws 
may contain cultural resource-related elements that make the entities to which 
they apply approach CRM in unique ways. An example in the United States is 
Section 4(f) of the Department of Transportation Act, which says that a 
project funded by the federal Department of Transportation may not take 
land from an historic property (or a public park or wildlife refuge) unless there 
is “no prudent and feasible alternative” to doing so. This is a much higher 
standard than those imposed by other federal historic preservation laws, and 
it makes CRM specialists working for federal and state transportation agencies 
do their work in ways that are subtly – and sometimes not so subtly – different 
from the way other CRM personnel work.

Executive orders. Executive officials – the president of the United States or 
the governor of a particular state, for example – may issue direction to the 
establishment over which he or she has jurisdiction, as long as that direction 
is not inconsistent with the provisions of law themselves. In the United States, 
at least, executive orders do not have exactly the force of law, unless a legisla-
tive body or the constitution of the relevant jurisdiction so dictates, but they 
can be useful devices for putting a particular official’s spin on law, or for 
directing how multiple laws should be coordinated or interpreted with refer-
ence to a particular set of issues. Executive Order 12898 in the United States, 
for example, tells agencies how to promote “environmental justice,” in essence 
coordinating the provisions of the Civil Rights Act with the nation’s EIA 
requirements. Executive Order 13007 tells US federal agencies how to treat 
American Indian sacred sites on federal land; it doesn’t explicitly interpret 
particular laws, but reflects constitutional provisions relating to religious prac-
tice and Indian treaties, as well as the national government’s trust responsibil-
ity to tribes.

Overlapping Jurisdictions

Besides being prepared to address the requirements of multiple kinds of laws, 
the CRM practitioner also may have to deal with laws prescribed by different 
but overlapping levels of government. It is important to understand that 
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 different levels of government often have different levels and kinds of author-
ity to protect and regulate treatment of cultural resources, and may exercise 
their authorities with varying amounts of vigor.

It is often local government – the government of a city, a borough, a 
township, a village – that has the most legal, and often customary, authority 
to regulate the activities of individual citizens. Thus it is at the local level, 
for instance, that we typically find laws designating specific buildings as 
historic landmarks, or mapping neighborhoods or other areas as “historic 
districts” or “conservation areas.” Such laws typically go on to regulate 
strictly what changes property owners, business people, and others can 
make in the designated properties. These laws are often highly restrictive in 
character, forbidding any change to a listed building or the appearance of a 
neighborhood without the permission of a duly constituted governmental 
body such as a planning commission or an historic district organization, 
regulating what kinds of signage can be installed, how vegetation is to be 
managed, and so on.

It is at the national level, and/or at the level of such subdivisions as states 
and provinces, that EIA laws usually operate, together with historic preserva-
tion laws that are often more flexible than local ordinances. Where a local 
government may flatly prohibit change to a locally designated historic district, 
a national, state, or provincial government may require only that proposed 
changes be reviewed and discussed with stakeholders, and that preservation be 
given due consideration in planning. The national-level requirements may 
also be applied to entities that are defined differently from those of the local 
government. Local government may focus attention only on districts or build-
ings that it has formally designated, while laws operating at higher levels – 
particularly EIA laws – may require considering other pieces of real estate, and 
other aspects of cultural significance – as well as other kinds of environmental 
variables, of course.

Thus a proposal to, say, widen a street in the Town of Upson Downs may 
require a permit from the local historic district commission to alter the 
architectural character of the locally designated district of South Northside, 
but national or state/provincial EIA laws may require that impacts on other 
places, both formally designated and undesignated, be considered in plan-
ning the street-widening project as well. If construction may uncover 
graves, then a local, state/provincial, or national graves protection law may 
come into play – or perhaps laws established at multiple levels of govern-
ment. If artifacts are unearthed, or likely to be, then antiquities laws operat-
ing at the local, state/provincial, and/or national levels may dictate (perhaps 
in contradictory ways) how these discoveries will be handled. If widening 
the street may interfere with the annual Procession for the Adoration of 
Our Lady of Upson Downs, or intrude on the viewshed from nearby God’s 
Head Hill, then religious practice laws may be relevant. And so on. A fully 
cognizant CRM practitioner ought to keep all these kinds of possibilities in 
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mind when advising about how cultural resources should be addressed in 
planning the project.

International Authorities

In the United States, for better or worse, we pay scant attention to the pro-
nouncements of international organizations on cultural resource (or other) 
matters. Such instruments have serious influence on policy, law, and practice 
in other countries, however, and on the operating policies of major develop-
ment bodies like the World Bank. Wherever one practices, the international 
authorities – they cannot be called “laws” even under the loose rules employed 
in this chapter – articulate principles that CRM practitioners need to keep in 
mind.

UNESCO

Most of the relevant international authorities have been promulgated by 
UNESCO – the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (see UNESCO n.d.). The authorities are generally of three 
types: “conventions” that are theoretically binding on those nations that sign 
and ratify them, “recommendations” that are not, and “declarations” that are 
pretty much the same as recommendations except that they tend to be more 
focused on principles and less on practice. UNESCO authorities relevant to 
CRM include:

Conventions
Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict, 1954
Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer 

of Ownership of Cultural Property, 1970
Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage, 1976
Protection of the Underwater Cultural Heritage, 2001
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, 2003
Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions, 2005

Recommendations
International Principles Applicable to Archaeological Excavations, 1956
Safeguarding of the Beauty and Character of Landscapes and Sites, 1962
Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Export, Import and Transfer of 

Ownership of Cultural Property, 1964
Preservation of Cultural Property Endangered by Public or Private works, 

1968
Protection, at National Level, of the Cultural and Natural Heritage, 1972
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Safeguarding and Contemporary Role of Historic Areas, 1976
International Exchange of Cultural Property, 1976
Participation by the People at Large in Cultural Life and their Contribution 

to It, 1976
Protection of Movable Cultural Property, 1978
Safeguarding and Preservation of Moving Images, 1980
Safeguarding of Traditional Culture and Folklore, 1989

Declarations
Principles of International Cultural Co-operation, 1966
Cultural Diversity, 2001
Intentional Destruction of Cultural Heritage, 2003.

ICOMOS

The International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) – a non-
governmental organization (NGO) chartered by UNESCO – is also prolific in 
its production of law-like direction on cultural heritage topics, specifically 
focusing on historic buildings, structures, and sites. ICOMOS – often via 
symposia organized to address particular topics – promulgates “charters,” 
“recommendations,” “resolutions,” and “declarations,” as well as “docu-
ments” that are pretty much the same as recommendations. ICOMOS also 
has topical and national/regional committees, each of which can and does 
issue its own documents (see ICOMOS n.d.). Some important general 
ICOMOS documents include:

International Charter for the Conservation and Restoration of Monuments 
and Sites (the Venice Charter), 1964

Charter on the Conservation of Historic Towns and Urban Areas, 1987
Charter on the Interpretation and Presentation of Cultural Heritage Sites, 

2008
The NARA Document on Authenticity, 1994
The X’ian Declaration on the Conservation of the Setting of Historic 

Structures, 2005.

Among documents issued by ICOMOS committees, some of the better-
known are:

The Appleton Charter for the Protection and Enhancement of the Built 
Environment, by ICOMOS Canada, 1983

The Charter for the Conservation of Places of Cultural Heritage Value, by 
ICOMOS New Zealand, 1992

The Bura Charter for the Conservation of Places of Cultural Significance, by 
Australia ICOMOS, 1999.
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Other international authorities

In 1995 the International Institute for the Unification of Private Law 
(UNIDROIT), a Rome-based NGO devoted to the study of ways to modern-
ize, harmonize, and coordinate “private law,” especially commercial law, 
among nations, issued a “Convention on Stolen or Illegally Exported Cultural 
Objects.” This convention, like the 1970 UNESCO convention, is aimed at 
controlling traffic in movable cultural items (UNIDROIT 1995).

One of the most interesting international authorities has come from the 
United Nations General Assembly itself – the 2007 Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples, discussed by Reba Fuller in Chapter 21. Though short 
on specifics, the Declaration articulates a range of principles that, as Fuller 
emphasizes, ought to be attended to by anyone undertaking to affect or relate 
to the lands and cultures of indigenous people (United Nations 2007).

Another international authority worth careful consideration by cultural 
resource managers is the surprising product of the international biological 
community, as represented by the Secretariat of the 1993 Convention on 
Biological Diversity. Called Akwé: Kon (pronounced “agwé go”), this docu-
ment is subtitled “voluntary guidelines for the conduct of cultural, environ-
mental and social impact assessments regarding developments proposed to 
take place on, or which are likely to impact on, sacred sites and on lands and 
waters traditionally occupied or used by indigenous or local communities” – 
which when you think about it, includes just about every piece of dry land on 
the earth’s surface. Akwé: Kon lays out standards – albeit “voluntary” ones – 
for environmental impact assessments that address the social and cultural 
values of affected communities. Importantly, it stresses consultation with such 
communities, helping them build the capacity to consult effectively, and 
carrying consultation through to mutually agreeable conclusions (Secretariat 
of the CBD 2004).

The World Bank – a major source of funding for national development 
projects, has among its environmental “safeguard policies” the requirement 
that borrowers and their project planners address the protection of “physical 
cultural resources” – broadly defined as “movable or immovable objects, sites, 
structures, groups of structures, and natural features and landscapes that have 
archaeological, paleontological, historical, architectural, religious, aesthetic, 
or other cultural significance” – in planning and assessing the environmental 
impacts of projects they propose. Borrowers are also supposed to address the 
concerns of indigenous peoples (World Bank 2006).

Regulations, Guidelines, and Standards

Laws – usually though not universally enacted by legislative or parliamen-
tary bodies – usually have little effect unless they are elaborated upon 
through issuance of regulations by some specialized oversight body. 
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Regulations – issued by agencies granted by law what in the United States 
is referred to as “rulemaking authority” – have the force of law and specify 
how a law is to be implemented “on the ground.” Section 106 of the US 
National Historic Preservation Act, for instance, rather airily says that fed-
eral agencies must “take into account” the effects of their actions on his-
toric properties, and afford the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation 
(an independent federal agency) a “reasonable opportunity to comment” 
on such actions. The implementing regulations of the Advisory Council 
specify in great detail that “taking into account” requires agencies to con-
sult with a range of stakeholders, carry out reasonable actions to identify 
affected historic properties and evaluate those whose historicity is unclear, 
apply criteria to judge what effects an action will have on them, and negoti-
ate agreements if possible about how to mitigate such effects. Only if nego-
tiation fails does the Advisory Council render a comment on the project, 
which goes to the very top of the agency in question and must be responded 
to by that official him- or herself. This process of consultation, study, docu-
mentation, and negotiation is commonly referred to as the “Section 106 
process,” and it is something that federal agencies, as a matter of law, must 
undertake to do.

Where regulations have the force of law, guidelines and standards do not, 
but they can nevertheless be quite compelling. Guidelines – like regulations 
typically issued by oversight bodies – are simply recommendations, or state-
ments of perceived best practice. They can in theory be followed or ignored. 
One ignores them entirely at one’s peril, however, because they are the official 
word on how something ought to be done, and courts of law tend to give 
them considerable deference. If one doesn’t want to follow an official guide-
line, one ought to be prepared to explain why, and what one’s alternative is.

Standards can be more rigorous still, prescribing how something must be 
done if a particular result is to be achieved. In the United States, for instance, 
a property owner can have a tax credit for rehabilitating an income-producing 
historic building only if the rehabilitation meets standards promulgated by the 
Secretary of the Interior.

So besides all the relevant laws, it is necessary for the CRM practitioner to 
be conversant with applicable regulations, standards, and guidelines – and to 
keep up with changes that may occur in all these instruments through time. 
Regulations, standards, and guidelines do not change overnight, but they do 
evolve, and failure to keep track of changes can be embarrassing. I was once 
involved in a court case in which the prosecution insisted that my client had 
broken the law by failing to conduct a particular kind of archaeological survey. 
When the prosecution’s attorneys were finally moved to detail what “law” my 
client had broken, it turned out to be a long-superseded version of a regula-
tion. The survey requirement cited by the prosecution had been removed 
from the regulation years before the case went to court. By failing to keep up 
with the regulation’s evolution, the prosecution made itself look foolish, and 
lost its case.
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What People Know; What People Think They Know

Practice under the complex web of local, state/provincial, national, and inter-
national laws and authorities is complicated – or simplified, if one is content 
just to apply whatever rules one is told to apply – by the fact that few oversight 
or regulatory bureaucracies are familiar with, or care much about, any author-
ity that is not specifically theirs to implement or oversee. Thus a local historic 
district commission in the United States probably has only a vague and quite 
often inaccurate notion of what the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) 
requires, and agencies responsible for overseeing implementation of NHPA 
know little about local laws and regulations. Neither is likely to have much 
appreciation for international authorities, or even for laws of their own country 
in whose implementation they are not regularly involved (e.g., National 
Environmental Policy Act [NEPA] in the United States, which is pretty much 
a mystery to most historic preservation officials). The practitioner who tries 
to apply the standards, procedures, and jargon of one law when another has 
control is likely to be dismissed as uninformed and misdirected.

The interpretation of CRM laws, by officialdom, practitioners, and the pub-
lic alike is often fraught with folklore – that is, customary belief about what a 
law requires that has little or nothing to do with its actual language. It is very 
common in the United States, for example, to hear the complaint that the State 
Historic Preservation Officer has “required” something completely unreason-
able – an archaeological survey of the ground over which power transmission 
lines will pass 10 meters in the air, for instance, before the lines can be strung. 
In fact, the law – federal law at least – gives such officials no authority to 
require anything; they can advise, persuade, cajole, negotiate, but their recom-
mendations are not binding unless a federal agency makes them so.

People (including government officials) also often engage in wishful think-
ing about CRM laws – believing, for example, that the law makes a designated 
cultural place utterly sacrosanct simply because, in their minds, that is what 
the law should do. Even contact with the contrary letter of the law may not 
shake such people’s belief in the rightness of their interpretation.

Coincident Terms, Divergent Meanings

Confusion also arises in the United States (and, I imagine, elsewhere) over 
the differing ways in which local and national laws approach fundamental 
matters like the designation of historic places and the meaning of such desig-
nation. Local historic preservation and landmarks laws in the United States 
typically require a rather elaborate process of studies, reports, public hear-
ings, and the like before a place is designated “historic,” or as a “landmark.” 
This process is justified by the fact that, under such laws, a designated place 
gets a high degree of governmental protection, which may greatly constrain 
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its owner and others in how they can use or modify the place. At the level of 
the federal government things are generally simpler. To the extent the 
National Historic Preservation Act imposes constraints at all, it does so on 
federal agencies (and through them, on their licensees and on recipients of 
their assistance). And the constraints imposed are mostly just the require-
ment that preservation of a place be considered in planning, in specified ways, 
in consultation with stakeholders. Accordingly, federal law imposes consider-
ably less process on the act of “designating” places as having historic or 
 cultural significance. Indeed, a place need not be “designated” at all; it need 
only be “eligible for inclusion” in the National Register of Historic Places, 
and “eligible for inclusion” means that it meets criteria published by the 
National Park Service.

Unsurprisingly, this sort of difference – although perfectly rational given 
the differing impacts of “designation” – tends to be lost on people who do 
not spend their lives interpreting the laws, and is the source of endless confu-
sion. For example, in the case of the Cape Wind project – America’s first off-
shore wind farm, in Nantucket Sound off the Massachusetts coast, the 
governor of Massachusetts railed at lengthy, and perhaps is still upset, about 
how inappropriate it was to “designate” Nantucket Sound as eligible for the 
National Register because of its religious/cultural significance to nearby 
Indian tribes. The Sound was too big, he implied, or too wet, or it was just 
wrong to designate it. In fact, the Sound had not been “designated” at all; the 
federal government had simply recognized the fact that it was significant to 
the tribes, which made it meet the criteria of eligibility for the National 
Register. And this recognition did not – as the governor, with visions of des-
ignated historic districts in Boston cramming his head, doubtless feared and 
expected – mean that the Cape Wind project could not go forward; in fact, it 
was permitted after some consultation with the tribes and consideration of 
their concerns. The governor’s angst introduced a great deal of undue com-
plexity, confusion, and controversy into what might otherwise have been an 
orderly process.

Conclusion: Wrestling with the Mélange

Exactly what laws apply in any given case, of course, depends on what gov-
ernment or governments have authority, what laws that government has 
put in place and how they are administered, what kinds of cultural resources 
are involved, and what the immediate situation is. Is the resource threat-
ened somehow? If so, then the EIA and perhaps other laws of the relevant 
jurisdiction probably demand that this threat be considered, and perhaps 
avoided or otherwise mitigated. Is the resource an old building, structure, 
or archaeological site? Then the jurisdiction’s historic preservation and/or 
antiquities authorities may provide direction as to how it should be man-
aged. Are someone’s religious beliefs or practices at issue? Then the CRM 
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practitioner needs to know about the relevant religious practice laws. And 
so on. Unfortunately – at least it is unfortunate for the orderly practice of 
CRM – there is no  uniform, comprehensive legal regime governing the 
treatment of cultural resources, either internationally or within any single 
nation of which I am aware; there certainly is no such thing in the United 
States. Our cultural resource-oriented legal systems are potpourris, 
mélanges, historically accidental concatenations of cross-cutting, overlap-
ping, authorities. All are doubtless well intentioned, but their effectiveness 
is questionable at best, at least as means of according respect to the cul-
tural environment writ large. Nevertheless, they are the laws we have, and 
the CRM practitioner must learn how to deal with whatever particular 
mixture of legal authorities and interpretations apply to the jurisdiction, 
resources, and situation with which practice brings him or her into 
 contact.

Note

1 For simplicity’s sake, I refer to all these instruments as “laws” unless it seems to 
me imperative to specify otherwise. The reader should understand that the means 
of their enactment or promulgation varies, as does the extent to which they are 
legally binding.
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CHAPTER 24

Introduction: Cultural Resources Around the World

Cultural resources are powerful symbols, representing core values people hold 
concerning their history, identity, and religious practice. People are willing to 
fight for the preservation of buildings, archaeological sites, museums, and 
libraries, and they often are willing to die to protect religious and cultural sites 
(Kristiansen 1992). While cultural resources have multiple values in modern 
societies, their associative and symbolic value is what makes their management 
at times so contentious.

Following Lipe (1984; see also Avrami et al. 2000) cultural resources are 
tangible links to the past and provide a sense of identity for nations, provinces, 
local communities, and families. Cultural resources also have esthetic value 
and it is no accident that many World Heritage Sites are spectacular  monumental 
buildings and structures. Cultural resources have economic value. Heritage 
tourism is one of the largest industries in the world, and sacred sites such as 
Mecca or the Vatican attract millions of pilgrims each year. In addition,  cultural 
resources provide information about the past, and certainly before written 
records, archaeological sites are the primary source of information about the 
past. Historic buildings and structures provide information on  historic 
 construction techniques, engineering, theory of design, the social organiza-
tion of the builders, and how they use space for social purposes. Cultural 
 traditions and lifeways provide important comparative information about 
 people, their history, how they live today and how they did so in the past.
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These values can conflict in many different ways. Archaeologists may want 
to remove architectural features of a property that contribute to its economic 
appeal for tourism in order to get to information about the history of a site. 
Tourism agencies may want to make a ruin more attractive by adding land-
scaping and lighting that can harm the historic fabric. Local or indigenous 
peoples may resist the excavation or the development of a property that they 
feel degrade its spiritual or cultural value. If a site is developed for tourists, 
there can be conflicts over its interpretation, over what information is 
 presented, and over who gets to present it. The development of highways and 
water systems can destroy important cultural resources. And, for hundreds of 
years, archaeologists from Western nations have excavated archaeological sites 
in South America, the Middle East, and elsewhere, and the countries in these 
regions rightly want the archaeological collections returned.

Great Zimbabwe, a World Heritage Site, and the site of a major kingdom 
from AD 1100 to 1450, is a good example of such conflicts. As an archaeo-
logical site it has provided much important information about the develop-
ment of African civilizations. As a World Heritage site, it is a major tourist 
destination, or at least it was and probably will be again once Zimbabwe’s 
political situation stabilizes. It is also a significant religious site to the Shono 
people. The management and interpretation of Great Zimbabwe has always 
been contentious and contested. Great Zimbabwe was recognized by the 
Rhodesian government as a significant archaeological site, although the 
 colonial government certainly didn’t want to attribute its construction to local 
populations, and even banned archaeologists who suggested it was made by 
Africans from working at the site (Ampin 2004). To the local people Great 
Zimbabwe is a sacred site where important rain-making ceremonies are 
 practiced. The Rhodesian government banned religious ceremonies at the site 
and viewed them as witchcraft (see Fontein 2006). In post-colonial Zimbabwe 
and other countries in southern Africa, places like Great Zimbabwe are again 
being used for traditional and cultural purposes (Ndoro and Pwiti 2001).

The World Heritage Committee of the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in the preamble to the 1972 
Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural 
Heritage asserts that this heritage, at least those elements recognized as World 
Heritage Sites, is world patrimony to be preserved for the benefit of all  people. 
The legal philosophies of many individual nations state that significant cul-
tural resources are national patrimony. However, these ideas are challenged by 
many indigenous peoples and various ethnic groups who may claim exclusive 
use and interpretation of their specific heritage (Hodder 2003; Watkins and 
Beaver 2008). Even in relatively culturally homogenous countries, different 
communities value cultural resources differently, and hence, the management 
of such resources is politicized and contested.

It has been said that cultural resource management (CRM) is more about 
the management of conflicts surrounding cultural resources than about 
resource restoration and preservation (Smith 1994; see also Meskell 2002). 
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Nations of the world have established laws to sort out these conflicts. These 
laws regulate the use of cultural resources, they provide guidance on which 
cultural sites are significant and to whom they might be significant, and they 
provide guidance on what uses are appropriate. They also typically address 
what to do when significant cultural resources cannot be preserved, or they 
define preservation broadly to include mitigation through documentation or 
what the Japanese call “recorded preservation” (Okamura 2000).

Some countries have a long history of protection or preservation for various 
types of cultural resources. Most European countries began considering the 
preservation of archaeological and architectural monuments in the late eight-
eenth and early nineteenth centuries. There were earlier efforts during the 
Renaissance, when a post for the conservation of monuments in Rome was 
created by the Papal States, a post held by both Raphael and Michelangelo 
(d’Agostino 1984:73; Jokilehto 1999:32). Sweden enacted its first archaeo-
logical preservation law in 1666 (Wigertz 1981:178), declaring archaeologi-
cal remains the King’s property and therefore allowing no person – not even 
the landowner – to damage or remove artifacts. In 1754, Denmark reissued a 
twelfth-century “treasure trove” law stating that gold, silver, and forgotten 
treasure of unknown ownership would be placed in the Royal Museum in 
Copenhagen and the finder compensated for the objects. There were early 
preservation efforts in the New World as well. In 1822, Peru asserted in its 
first constitution that the cultural patrimony was owned by the state. In 1825, 
four years after its independence from Spain, Mexico passed a law that made 
it illegal to export antiquities. This was followed by a series of laws in the 
 nineteenth century cumulating in the establishment of the Institute of 
Anthropology and History (INAH) in 1939. Beginning in 1871, Japan also 
passed a series of laws in the late nineteenth century to protect and to prohibit 
the export of its heritage. Despite such long but fitful histories, most countries 
of the world did not establish comprehensive and enforceable legislation until 
after World War II.

Management Environments

There are a number of basic issues or management environments that any 
nation must address to protect cultural resources. Depending on what is 
important to the people of a country, different countries place different 
emphasis on these issues, but all must address them in some fashion.

First, decisions need to be made about what types of cultural resources are 
considered. Then criteria need to be developed to determine which of the 
thousands of possibilities are worthy of preservation actions.

Second, cultural resources, however defined, need consideration in project 
development. For example, in the United States Section 106 of the National 
Historic Preservation Act requires federal agencies to take into account the 
effects of their undertakings on properties listed or eligible for the National 

King_c24.indd   422King_c24.indd   422 2/4/2011   7:41:58 PM2/4/2011   7:41:58 PM



INTERNATIONAL VARIETY IN CULTURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT  423

Register of Historic Places. Most of these undertakings are construction projects 
of some sort that have the potential to destroy or at least alter the character of 
historic properties (King 2008). In England, Planning Policy Guidance No 16 
requires agencies and developers to evaluate the impacts of development projects 
on various cultural resources (Wainwright 1993, 2000). A country must also 
decide who pays for the inspection, evaluation, and if necessary, mitigation. 
Not all countries require public agencies building roads or dams, or private 
developers building hotels and malls, to pay the mitigation costs.

Third, those cultural resources located in protected reserves or set aside as 
tourist revenues need active management. Natural processes such as erosion 
and fire and cultural actions such as impacts from recreation, tourism, and 
other public uses of the lands need to be addressed. Also, sites not threatened 
by development but located on private lands outside of protected areas also 
need consideration. Even in countries where the cultural resources on private 
lands are considered national patrimony and seemingly protected by law, 
the actions of private landowners are difficult to regulate.

Fourth, looting of archaeological sites must be controlled, and all countries 
have laws aimed at doing so. In the majority of countries that claim archaeo-
logical sites as national property, these laws apply to any and all archaeological 
sites, no matter who owns the land. Backing up these laws, 118 countries have 
signed the 1970 UNESCO Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and 
Preventing the Illicit Import, Export, and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural 
Property. This convention aims at slowing the trade in pillaged (from archaeo-
logical sites) and stolen (from museums or repositories) artifacts by requiring 
signatory states to control the import and export of such items when notified 
by a state that is party to the Convention.

Fifth, curating artifacts and archiving documents relating to cultural resources 
is a basic requirement of any cultural resource management system. In the 
United States, the curation of artifacts and other materials from archaeological 
sites is a major problem (Childs 1995), although the situation is far better than 
it was before the 1990 Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation 
Act was passed. Many if not most countries of the world have either inadequate 
curation facilities or limited space for additional collections.

Finally, public education for citizens and tourists is an essential part of any 
CRM system. Most CRM agencies have some legal responsibility to provide 
information to their general public on the significance of the national  patrimony 
and it is universally thought that preservation benefits from public education 
efforts.

Definitions of Cultural Resources

How cultural resources are defined and which are given legal protection 
depends on the individual country and the value that country places on such 
resources. There are many ways to slice the heritage pie: natural and cultural, 
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movable and immovable; tangible and intangible; terrestrial and underwater 
resources; and districts and landscapes. As shown by the site of Great 
Zimbabwe, these slices are not mutually exclusive.

Most Western nations have distinguished cultural from natural heritage; 
UNESCO and the World Heritage Committee have followed their lead. The 
United States and other Western countries have laws that typically deal with 
one category or the other, but many nations and most traditional societies 
make no distinction between cultural and natural environments. Even in 
Western countries, despite specific laws aimed at one or the other, the distinc-
tion between natural and cultural can be blurred. A good example is Native 
American sacred geography (Walker 1991; Parker 2001; Nabokov 2006) where 
obvious “cultural” features to one group of people may be viewed as entirely 
“natural” by others, because the latter are not informed about the religious 
events that occurred at, or the ceremonial use of, particular localities. Even 
with non-sacred landscapes the differences between the natural and  cultural 
may not be obvious. The City of Rocks National Monument in southeastern 
Idaho is a cultural landscape containing the remnants of past Native American 
settlements, the route of the California trail, and vegetation reflecting over 
100 years of cattle and sheep grazing. However, to most visitors it looks like 
some pristine natural environment. Yellowstone National Park is another good 
example. Originally set aside for its unique geology and scenic attractions, 
intensive management over the past 140 years has created both plant and 
 animal populations that are very different from its mid- nineteenth-century 
environment and today the park should be considered as much a cultural as a 
natural landscape (Kay 1990; White et al. 1998). Indeed, in part because of 
these issues, the World Heritage Committee recently added a new property 
category, that of “Mixed Cultural and Natural Heritage,” for World Heritage 
Sites (see Dailoo and Pannekoek 2008 for an extended discussion).

Many countries recognize the significance of the whole panoply of heritage 
resources as defined by King (2008:5, Introduction and Chapter 23, this vol-
ume), though few if any do so in comprehensive legislation. By this definition, 
cultural or heritage resources include those properties that can be delineated 
on the ground, such as architectural and engineering structures, historic and 
archeological sites, and traditional cultural properties. Archeological and his-
toric artifacts, historic documents, photographs, and works of art are also 
considered cultural resources. Also included in King’s definition are intangi-
ble  cultural resources such as living traditions, festivals, religious celebrations, 
 traditional crafts, dances, and written and non-written songs and stories.

Korea (Korean Cultural Heritage Administration) and Japan (Agency for 
Cultural Affairs) have very inclusive definitions of heritage in their legal sys-
tems that include not only the usual architectural, engineering, historic, and 
archaeological properties, but also historic manuscripts and books, historic 
works of art, and a host of intangible resources such as music, dances, handi-
crafts, celebrations, and general folk life. Korea’s and Japan’s legal systems also 
recognize living people and organizations with special traditional skills in the 
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performing arts, carpentry, or armor construction. These people are  recognized 
and registered as national treasures and can receive government subsidies to 
support their work and train apprentices to insure the preservation of this 
knowledge. Both countries also include sacred trees, sacred groves, scenic 
areas, mountains, and endangered species as heritage in their overarching her-
itage preservation laws. Korea even has a dog, the Jindo dog from Jindo Island 
in southwest Korea, registered as a natural monument. The Japanese Agency 
for Cultural Affairs, the overall preservation agency, includes a division deal-
ing specifically with the Japanese language which is included in Japan’s defini-
tion of cultural heritage. In 2009, Bolivia declared the coca plant part of its 
cultural heritage – maybe at least in part to thumb its nose at the United States 
Drug Enforcement Agency – but showing that individual countries view their 
heritage in their own ways (Drug Reporter 2009).

In contrast to Japan and Korea, the traditional CRM legislation in the 
United States and many Western countries is focused primarily on real  property, 
designating as historic pieces of real estate with or without buildings. The 
overarching preservation law in the United States, the National Historic 
Preservation Act of 1966, defines historic properties as districts, sites, build-
ings, structures, and objects. While objects could mean portable artifacts, in 
practice, these are defined as sculpture, signs, and other elements of historic 
districts and landscapes. The preservation system is clearly focused on tangible 
resources despite changes in the past two decades to include traditional cul-
tural properties, cultural landscapes, and broadly defined heritage areas. 
Portable and intangible cultural resources are recognized as significant, but 
support for such resources is scattered among a myriad of different laws and 
programs with little to no actual preservation mandates. The National 
Endowment for the Arts does support folk art through grants to individuals 
and the state art councils. The Library of Congress has a folk life office that 
has conducted important research. The National Endowment of Humanities 
and the Institute for Museum and Library Services provide support for librar-
ies and museums. On the natural heritage side, the Wilderness Act, the 
Endangered Species Act, and others focus on environmental preservation. Of 
course, the National Park Service preserves and interprets historic properties 
and vast scenic landscapes. However, there is no central federal agency with 
the responsibility for “heritage” as it is defined in many other countries. Other 
than the National Environmental Policy Act, there is no law in the United 
States that addresses impacts by federal agencies to such intangible cultural 
resources as traditional ways of life or community celebrations, and this law is 
quite ineffective in this regard (see King 2009).

The CRM system in the United States, Western Europe, and other Western 
countries has traditionally focused on architecture, structures, and archaeo-
logical monuments. In the United States, Australia, New Zealand, and Canada 
this traditional system has been challenged by indigenous people. Because 
these people have ancient and direct association with the land, landscapes have 
cultural meaning to them beyond what might be built on or buried in them 
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(Basso 1996; Parker 2001; Nabokov 2006). Many archaeological sites are 
regarded as sacred, as associated with ancestral spirits, or for their linkages to 
the identity of the community (Anyon and Ferguson 1995; Anyon et al. 
2000). In the United States, the formal recognition of “traditional cultural 
properties” (Parker and King 1990; King 2003), and the passage of burial 
protection laws (at the state level in the 1980s, at the federal level in 1990), 
reflect the insertion of indigenous values into the national preservation sys-
tem. While some archeologists view this as relatively recent concerns of 
American Indians, in reality it has been a long struggle that started at least as 
early as 1939 when the Hopi successfully stopped Harvard University from 
continuing excavations at Awatovi (Davis 2008:148).

This Western conception of heritage initially formed the ideological foun-
dation for UNESCO programs in heritage management. In colonial Africa, 
sites thought important for preservation were examples of  colonial archi-
tecture, historic sites of battles with the indigenous people, archeological sites 
such as early-man sites in east and south Africa, and those few archaeological 
sites that had visible architecture such as Great Zimbabwe (Ndoro and Pwiti 
2001; Whitelaw 2005). The Republic of South Africa is a good example. Prior 
to “independence day” when apartheid fell on April 27, 1994, the heritage 
laws of the country reflected the typical European approach. In 1999, South 
Africa passed a new preservation law, the National Heritage Resources Act, 
changing the notion of heritage in the country (Whitelaw 2005). The build-
ings and sites formerly recognized were still considered significant resources, 
but added to the definition of “National Estate” were places considered 
important by the indigenous people. These include landscapes and natural 
features of cultural or spiritual significance, sites of significance to the history 
of slavery, properties relating to the independence movement, and graves and 
cemeteries. Also included were a host of movable objects such as ethnographic 
art and objects, and objects associated with oral traditions. The inclusion of 
these properties in the heritage system allows local communities to rekindle 
cultural identity and association with the landscape and will  certainly enhance 
the preservation efforts of national and local governmental agencies. It also 
mirrors the long struggle American Indians had to insert their values into the 
United States preservation system.

Determining Significance

No matter how cultural resources or cultural heritage is defined, there must 
be some system to determine – out of the thousands of possibilities – which 
cultural resources merit preservation. A host of issues must be worked out. 
Who or what branch of government makes the determination? How is it done? 
What type of documentation is necessary? How “authentic” does the resource 
need to be? Most countries have developed inventories of cultural resources, 
and then pick from these inventories those properties thought to be  important 
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to register, list, or schedule (see King 2006 for a critique of this approach). 
Unlike the United States where we annually determine thousands of proper-
ties “eligible” for listing in the National Register of Historic Places so that 
federal agencies will consider them in planning and at least document them 
before they are destroyed, most countries require management plans or ordi-
nances to protect and preserve the sites before they are officially registered.

For example, in Korea, the Administrator of the Cultural Heritage 
Administration (CHA) designates nationally significant cultural properties. 
The Cultural Properties Protection Act of 1982 specifies that the Administrator 
can designate important tangible and intangible cultural properties as National 
Treasures, Historical Sites, Scenic Places, Natural Monuments, or Important 
Folklore Materials. A cultural properties committee, a professional body 
appointed by the President of the Republic, reviews nominations and provides 
recommendations to the Administrator of the CHA. The law allows that if it 
does not merit national designation, a Korean provincial governor or a city 
mayor may designate local cultural properties within his jurisdiction. The act 
of 1982 specifies that provincial and local ordinances govern the protection 
of such properties and the establishment of local advisory committees. 
In emergency situations, the CHA administrator can provisionally designate 
properties without the advice of the Cultural Property Committee. Japan has 
a similar system for designating important cultural resources.

In Sweden, the 1988 Cultural Monuments Act specifies that the Central 
Board of National Antiquities, a national board, and the State County 
Administrative Boards, local boards, can make decisions on the significance of 
cultural properties. Archaeological sites and monuments, including graves and 
graveyards, older than 100 years are considered worthy of protection and the 
law doesn’t specify that such sites need be “important” in any other way. The 
national board or the county board can make decisions regarding preservation 
of a site. Buildings, gardens, parks, and other historic properties are deter-
mined “historic” by the State County Administrative Boards. Any person can 
make an application to have a property listed as historic. Decisions of a State 
County Administrative Board regarding an historic property can be appealed 
in administrative courts. Archaeological and historic properties are listed in 
the land records for each county.

The 1988 Jordanian antiquities law requires movable and immovable 
archaeological sites and materials to be at least older than 1750 CE for protec-
tion. Human, plant, and animal remains must be older than 600 CE. All such 
sites and items belong to the Kingdom and are considered national patrimony. 
Whether on public or private land they cannot be sold without approval of the 
Department of Antiquities (DOA) Director General. The Minister of Tourism 
and Antiquities, acting on the recommendation of the DOA Director General, 
can declare archeological sites significant. Such decisions are recorded in the 
registers and maps in the Department of Lands and Surveys. A recent law 
allows the Minister to declare historic buildings and other properties dating 
after AD 1750 significant.
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In Turkey, the Ministry of Culture and Tourism decides which cultural 
and natural properties are worthy of preservation following the 1983 Law 
on the Conservation of Cultural and Natural Property (Law No. 2863; www.
kulturvarliklari.gov.tr). Cultural properties older than AD 1900 and excep-
tional properties dating after 1900 are eligible for consideration. By law, those 
properties, artifacts, and documents relating to the 1919–1923 war of inde-
pendence, and those associated with Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, the founder of 
modern Turkey, are considered significant and worthy of preservation. Turkish 
archaeological sites are listed in three categories. Level 1 sites are the most 
important and are preserved at all costs. Only scientific studies aimed at con-
servation or interpretation are allowed. Level 2 sites are preserved but other 
uses are allowed if they do not impact the site. Level 3 sites are considered 
significant but can be destroyed after they are documented. Natural and cul-
tural sites worthy of preservation are recommended to the Minister by 
Regional Conservation councils. These councils operate at the local level; 
council members are professionals from the disciplines of archaeology, art his-
tory, architecture, and urban planning. Representatives from cities, provinces, 
and national agencies are consulted and can be temporary council members 
depending on the location of the property recommended for preservation. 
Regional Councils also may require specific preservation actions to preserve 
or document properties threatened by development projects. There is also a 
Superior Council for Conservation composed of Directors General, Deputy 
Directors, and Undersecretaries from the offices of the Prime Minister, 
Ministry of Tourism, Ministry of Public Works, Director General for 
Foundations (mosques, madrassas, caravansaries, public baths), and other 
high-level representatives from agencies of the national government. Six mem-
bers are selected from the chairs of Regional Councils to serve on the Superior 
Council. The Superior Council sets policy for the Regional Councils, and 
Regional Council decisions can be appealed to the Superior Council.

Administrative Systems

How governments organize their cultural and natural heritage preservation 
programs is quite variable, and depends on their legal history, the organiza-
tion of the government, and how they value cultural resources. In countries 
with strong national governments, cultural resource management is central-
ized at the top, while in other countries provinces, states, or counties have the 
primary responsibilities for management of the heritage.

One key question is who owns the national patrimony? In the United States 
and other countries with constitutional guarantees concerning private land 
and property, much cultural heritage is in private hands. Archaeological sites 
and their contents are owned by private landowners, and there are open ques-
tions about who owns the funerary objects in graves on private land. 
The Attorneys General of Idaho and Arkansas, states with fairly strong laws 
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protecting unmarked graves on private land, have issued opinions stating 
that the laws are not clear on who owns the funerary objects in prehistoric 
Indian graves.

Most countries claim at least their archaeological heritage as national patri-
mony, property of the state no matter who owns the land where it is located. 
The ownership of other types of cultural resources, such as architecture, 
 historic sites, and portable artifacts, may be with private individuals but many 
governments place restrictions on the use of such property. For example, in 
Japan, private owners bear the responsibility for upkeep and care of historic 
buildings. Any alterations to a building must be approved by the Agency for 
Cultural Affairs and the Agency can order the owners to make repairs However, 
Japanese law allows the government to pay some of the costs associated with 
this work. Owners of important portable objects must report to the Agency 
when such objects are altered, change locations, or are sold. In Sweden, when 
a private building is declared historic, the State County Administration will 
issue a protective order establishing care and maintenance requirements. The 
Cultural Monuments Act (1988; Chapter 3, Section 3) provides that in  issuing 
a protective order, “Allowance is to be made for the use of the building and 
the reasonable wishes of the owner.” If the protective order impedes the use 
of the building, the owner is entitled to compensation from the state, and the 
state may be required to buy the building if designation “gravely impairs the 
use of the property.”

Many, if not most, countries have “top down” heritage systems managed by 
professionals. Certainly one of the most comprehensive national heritage 
agencies is the Mexican National Institute for Anthropology and History 
(INAH). INAH was established in 1939 to promote national identity and 
integration (Lorenzo 1984; Corbett and Garcia 1994; www.inah.gob.mx). 
It is responsible for all preservation activities in Mexico and also conducts 
research in archaeology, anthropology, history, ethnohistory, linguistics, and 
paleontology. INAH has 31 regional offices, one in each state. It is responsi-
ble for over 110,000 historic buildings and monuments from the sixteenth to 
the nineteenth centuries and 29,000 officially registered archaeological sites. 
At its headquarters in Mexico City, INAH has offices for the registration of 
monuments and archaeological sites, salvage archaeology, underwater archae-
ology, history, cultural property restoration, museums and exhibits, and regu-
lation of foreign archaeological and restoration projects, among others. INAH 
maintains the National Anthropology and History Library, containing the 
national archives of the country, and it manages a photographic and film 
library with 19 regional offices. INAH also manages five national museums in 
Mexico City and over 100 regional museums. Within INAH are two national 
universities, the National School of Anthropology and History and the 
National School of Preservation, Restoration, and Museology. An Archaeological 
Council reviews and approves all domestic and foreign archaeological research 
projects in the country. INAH also owns and/or manages the nation’s 25 
cultural World Heritage Sites. These are managed as archaeological zones, 
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typically with an archaeologist as the overall site manager. These zones are 
essentially archaeological parks, and INAH is responsible for all tourist  services, 
cleaning, and facility maintenance. INAH is also responsible for all develop-
ment-related archaeology. State and federal agencies notify INAH of pending 
projects and the regional offices conduct survey,  evaluation, and mitigation.

In Jordan, the Department of Antiquities is responsible for all historic and 
archaeological properties older than AD 1750. Jordan does not have a specific 
law that deals with the built environment or for sites built after AD 1750, but 
the Minister of Tourism and Antiquities can declare such properties to be of 
national significance. In accordance with the Antiquities Law No. 21 for 1988, 
the Department of Antiquities is solely responsible for archaeological policy 
and implementation. It has responsibility for excavating and managing 
 archeological sites; establishing archaeological and folklore museums; assist-
ing in establishing historical, technical, and other museums; elevating public 
awareness through cooperation with local, Arab, and international archaeo-
logical institutions; supervising the possession and disposition of movable 
antiquities; and buying movable and immovable antiquities objects.

It accomplishes all this through its central office in Amman and 11 regional 
offices. The central office maintains the computerized database and  geographic 
information system (GIS) and site records. It also has a library and archives. 
Interestingly, it has one office devoted solely to reviewing proposals for 
archaeological excavation permits from foreign institutions. In 2008, the 
Department issued 58 permits to foreign institutions (Munjazat 2008). There 
is also an office that negotiates the acquisition of archaeological sites deemed 
significant enough to become national property. Like INAH, the Department 
of Antiquities also manages 11 museums in the country and a number of 
archaeological parks open for visitation and tourists.

The regional offices of the Department of Antiquities are directed by 
archaeologists called inspectors. They are responsible for enforcing the 
 archaeological laws of the country and by law can stop any illegal activities 
adversely affecting archeological sites. The inspectors investigate looting and 
take steps to protect and restore damaged sites; they inspect permitted excava-
tions by (mostly) foreign institutions to make sure they comply with the terms 
of their permits; and they hire and supervise guards at major sites to prevent 
looting. The inspectors are also responsible for all development-related archae-
ological work. Most such activities are funded by the Department of Antiquities, 
but the Director negotiates with other national agencies and private corpora-
tions for additional funds to insure that mitigation is conducted in a timely 
manner. The regional offices also conduct their own research projects, and 
conserve and restore sites in their regions.

In countries with strong federalist traditions, much preservation law and 
management is left to the nation’s subdivisions. Canada is a good example; 
its constitution assigns issues of “property” to the provincial governments. 
At the national level Canada has legislation requiring federal agencies to 
 complete environmental assessments if they propose a project, if they permit, 
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license, or provide funds for a project, or if they dispose of federal lands 
(http://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/index.html). These assessments must address 
impacts to cultural heritage including structures or sites of historical, archaeo-
logical, paleontological, or architectural significance. The Historic Sites and 
Monument Act of 1953 formally created the Historic Sites and Monument 
Board (Dodd 2009), even though the politically appointed 19-member board 
technically had been in existence since 1919. The Board’s main function is to 
approve the designation of national historic sites. Such a site is registered on 
the List of Designations of National Historic Significance. Listing is primarily 
commemorative, but it also provides a rationale for acquisition by Parks 
Canada. Parks Canada, besides its responsibilities to manage Canada’s natural 
and cultural national parks, issues nationwide guidance for heritage manage-
ment. The Standards and Guidelines for the Conservation of Historic Places 
in Canada is a good example (http://www.pc.gc.ca/eng/docs/pc/guide/
nldclpc-sgchpc/toc.aspx). These provide guidance for the preservation of 
buildings, archaeological sites, and landscapes.

The laws of the 10 Canadian provinces are similar to one another, but there 
are differences from province to province. British Columbia (BC) will serve as 
an example. The British Columbia Heritage Conservation Act is the primary 
law dealing with cultural resources. It is administered by the Heritage Branch 
of the Ministry of Tourism, Culture, and Arts. Part 1 of the Act simply and 
inclusively defines a heritage site as “… whether designated or not, land, 
including land covered by water, that has heritage value to BC, a community, 
or an aboriginal people.” A register of heritage sites and objects is maintained 
by the Heritage Branch. The law requires permits for anyone doing archaeo-
logical surveys or investigations on any lands in BC, and establishes penalties 
for looting archaeological and other heritage sites. The meat of the law is 
Section 16, which allows the Minister to require inspections and investiga-
tions in advance of public works projects, timbering or mining projects, sub-
divisions of land, changes in the use or development of lands, and the transfer 
of government property. The costs of these studies are borne by the project 
sponsors, and much of this work is done by private CRM companies (Wheaton 
2006). In addition, the law gives authority to the Minister to acquire cultural 
resources and to develop public education exhibits and materials. The Minister 
has authority to order a private owner of a neglected registered Provincial 
heritage site to take actions to preserve the property. The cost of this can be 
borne by the owner, by the BC government, or both.

UNESCO and the World Heritage Committee

While national, state, or local laws guide an individual nation’s cultural resource 
programs, many countries of the world look to UNESCO for standards, 
 guidance, and occasional funding in carrying out such programs (Cleere 2000). 
In 1972, the Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and 
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Natural Heritage was drafted and eventually signed by 180 countries. The 
purpose of the Convention is to support the cultural and natural preservation 
in individual nations through a “… system of international cooperation and 
assistance …”. The Convention establishes the World Heritage Committee, 
composed of 21 member states elected by a general assembly of all states that 
signed the Convention. The Committee is charged with establishing the World 
Heritage List and administering a World Heritage Fund which provides finan-
cial assistance to member states for preservation activities.

Most countries of the world desire to have their heritage recognized on the 
World Heritage List, a list of cultural and natural sites having “outstanding uni-
versal value.” The benefits of listing are primarily economic, as obviously such 
recognition attracts international tourists. In addition to tourism, grants and 
technical assistance are available from the World Heritage Fund, from private 
foundations such as the Getty Conservation Institute, and from international 
aid organizations that target such sites for grants and assistance. For example, 
the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) funded a 
project in Jordan to develop comprehensive management plans and to enhance 
the tourist potential of Petra (Siyaha 2009). The World Bank recognizes the 
economic value of cultural resources and regularly provides grants and assist-
ance for the protection and economic development of World Heritage sites.

The nomination process for World Heritage sites is exhaustive. Prior to list-
ing in the World Heritage List a country develops an inventory of possible 
submissions called the “Tentative List.” For example, Mexico has 25 cultural 
sites and four natural sites in the World Heritage List, with 39 properties 
remaining on its Tentative List. The recognition afforded by the World 
Heritage List also places obligations on a nation to manage the site in such a 
way as to preserve its cultural or natural significance. Formal nominations 
must include a commitment to the preserve the property and a detailed 
management plan. Paragraph 97 of the Operational Guidelines for the 
Implementation of the World Heritage Convention states (http://whc.unesco.
org/en/guidelines):

All properties inscribed on the World Heritage List must have adequate long-
term legislative, regulatory, institutional and/or traditional protection and 
management to ensure their safeguarding. This protection should include 
adequately delineated boundaries. Similarly States Parties should demonstrate 
adequate protection at the national, regional, municipal, and/or traditional 
level for the nominated property. They should append appropriate texts to the 
nomination with a clear explanation of the way this protection operates to 
protect the property.

This is not an easy mandate for many developing countries in the world. Even 
in so-called developed countries it can be difficult. Seventeen of the 20 World 
Heritage Sites in the United States (12 natural and eight cultural properties) 
are managed by the National Park Service. The other three are managed by 
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the State of Illinois (Cahokia), the University of Virginia, and the Pueblo of 
Taos. All these properties are managed with strict preservation guidelines; 
given US property laws it is unlikely that privately owned sites would meet the 
strict preservation mandates of the World Heritage Convention.

Much of the legwork necessary to accomplish the goals of the World 
Heritage Convention is conducted by the International Council on Monuments 
and Sites (ICOMOS) and the International Union for the Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN). Both are non-governmental organizations. ICOMOS evalu-
ates nominations and provides recommendations to the World Heritage 
Committee regarding cultural properties, and IUCN does the same for natu-
ral properties. The International Center for the Study and Preservation and 
Restoration of Cultural Property in Rome advises the Committee on monu-
ment and building preservation. ICOMOS and the IUCN also periodically 
inspect World Heritage sites and make management recommendations to the 
World Heritage Committee and the individual nation in which the property is 
located. To date, only one property has been removed from the World Heritage 
List. This was the Elbe River Valley in Germany. Due to traffic congestion, the 
City of Dresden is building a new bridge across the river that will have an 
unacceptable visual effect, according to the World Heritage Committee.

ICOMOS was founded in 1965 and has over 110 affiliated national organiza-
tions. ICOMOS issues international charters which are the international version 
of the “best practices” for cultural resources. Americans will recognize these 
charters as similar to the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards and Guidelines for 
Historic Preservation. The earliest such charter, the Venice Charter (1964), deals 
with general principles of management for the built environment. To date, 
ICOMOS has issued 12 charters and related guidelines and thematic studies. 
The Charters cover historic gardens, historic towns and urban areas, archaeo-
logical heritage, underwater heritage, vernacular architecture, tourism, wall 
paintings, and other subjects. The Charters are produced by various scientific 
committees. Building on UNESCO’s Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention, 
one ICOMOS committee deals with intangible cultural resources. ICOMOS 
has not yet issued a Charter on this subject, however. ICOMOS also has formed 
committees to make recommendations concerning non-monumental cultural 
resources – that is, those without standing structures or archaeological ruins. 
This response is due to criticism from many countries in Africa and the Pacific 
that the criteria for World Heritage Sites were Eurocentric.

The World Bank

Since 1986 the World Bank has had policy concerning the consideration of 
 cultural heritage in its development projects. This policy was revised in 2006 
and is now contained in two documents, Operational Policy 4.11 – Physical 
Cultural Resources and Bank Procedure 4.11 – Physical Cultural Resources. 
The first is general policy as approved by the World Bank Board, while the 
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 second is used by World Bank staff when making loans and managing develop-
ment projects. World Bank projects are evaluated for their potential impacts to 
the environment, including the physical cultural environment. While the World 
Bank procedures do not specifically mention intangible cultural resources, the 
Environmental Assessment (EA) produced for each project is supposed to doc-
ument impacts to indigenous peoples and “project-affected groups.” The World 
Bank also requires consultation with indigenous peoples and local communities, 
so presumably at some point, sacred sites and other types of traditional cultural 
properties and intangible cultural resources receive consideration.

Following Operational Policy 4.01, the EA includes an inventory of  cultural 
resources that might be affected by a project, an evaluation of their signifi-
cance, and an assessment of potential impacts. Consultation is also recom-
mended, presumably with local officials and communities in developing this 
information. If a project will have adverse impacts to physical cultural resources, 
the EA must include measures to avoid or mitigate these impacts. A cultural 
resource management plan is required in an EA, detailing mitigation meas-
ures, outline procedures to follow if “chance finds” are discovered, measures 
to strengthen local institutional capacity to manage cultural resources, and a 
monitoring plan to record the mitigation activities. World Bank officials 
include cultural resource expertise in their evaluation of the EA and ensure 
that the project budget includes funds to implement the cultural resource 
management plan. At least, all this is claimed on the World Bank web site 
(http://go.worldbank.org/RUEQVWD550); no doubt, as in all environ-
mental assessments and CRM evaluations, the efforts undertaken to address 
cultural resources do not always match the intent of the regulations.

In addition to considering project impacts to cultural resources, the World 
Bank also funds specific heritage development projects, usually aimed at 
increasing tourism. For example, in 2003, the World Bank made a loan to 
Lebanon, with additional support from France and Italy, for development and 
preservation projects in the cities of Tripoli and Saida; these included zoning 
to protect the historic cores of these cities. In addition, the project provided 
funds for site management and physical improvements for the World Heritage 
listed archaeological sites of Baalbeck, Tyre, and Byblos. It is also not uncom-
mon for preservation elements to be included in larger urban and infrastruc-
ture projects. In Costa Rica, the World Bank provided funds to modernize the 
port of Limon; one of the goals of the project was to rehabilitate the city’s 
historic neighborhoods.

Through donations from the Italian government, the World Bank estab-
lished the Italian Trust Fund for Culture and Sustainable Development. The 
purpose of the fund is to promote the preservation and management of 
 cultural resources. The fund can be used for research, policy development, 
and training with the overall goal of improving the appreciation and use of 
cultural patrimony. Funds have been used for the rehabilitation of specific 
historic sites, tourism development strategies, urban core redevelopment, and 
damage assessments to cultural resources from natural disasters.
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The World Bank is also cognizant of intangible cultural resources and tangi-
ble resources that do not meet the criteria for listing in the World Heritage List. 
The Bank funded a $4.5 million project to document the cultural heritage of 
the Ashanti Region of Ghana with the goal of using this information to develop 
tourism. The palace of the Asantehene or overall ruler of the Asante, a complex 
of Asante traditional buildings, is listed in the World Heritage List. However, 
the World Bank project documented as much of the cultural heritage as possi-
ble, including portable artifacts, archaeological sites, traditional cultural proper-
ties, and cultural landscapes, including sacred sites and those that are associated 
with the origins of the Asante people (Asiedu et al. 2009). The consultants 
hired to document the heritage worked in concert with traditional leaders who 
had oversight of the project. As with other traditional societies, the Asante had 
to decide if, and then how, sacred sites and objects could be documented and 
commodified for economic benefits. To determine the significance of Asante 
heritage, the consultants asked the Asante through a series of workshops and 
questionnaires to evaluate categories of cultural heritage and specific sites. This 
is a novel approach to determine what is significant and to whom, as usually 
significance is determined by professionals in a national heritage agency.

So while the World Heritage Committee, ICOMOS, and other interna-
tional organizations develop lists of significant properties, standards, and 
guidelines for the management of such properties, the World Bank actually 
provides funds for the preservation and development of such properties. While 
there has been criticism of the destruction of cultural resources in World Bank 
development projects, at least in the past 10 years the bank has made an effort 
through its EA guidelines, and through the types of projects it funds, to 
 protect and enhance the cultural heritage of the world.
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Consultation 
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Cultural Resource 
Management

Claudia Nissley

CHAPTER 25

Introduction: Consultation 
and Cultural Resource Management

Consultation is required by several cultural heritage laws in the United States, 
and it is mentioned in many others; similar provisions exist in the laws of other 
nations. The idea and intent behind the requirement is to ensure that those 
proposing changes in the environment seek out and discuss their plans with 
groups, organizations, and other entities that have interests in the preserva-
tion of our collective cultural heritage. General assumptions underlying the 
requirement are that such parties are knowledgeable about these types of 
resources and are willing to dedicate multiple hours of their free time to assist 
the government in their consideration and management. The focus of the two 
primary laws affecting cultural heritage is on considering projects’ or actions’ 
impacts upon both tangible and intangible values, including the cultural beliefs 
and systems exhibited by both ancient and contemporary communities. 
Without the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and the National 
Historic Preservation Act (NHPA), it is not apparent that these cultural values 
would be considered on a regular basis in planning development and other 
federally related actions.

Voluntary Guidelines have been developed by the Secretariat of the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), for conducting impact assess-
ments on sacred sites, lands, and waters that have been traditionally occupied 
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or used by indigenous and local communities. The purpose of the Guidelines 
is to “. . . provide a collaborative framework . . .” for governments,  communities, 
decision makers, and development managers to:

Support the full and effective participation and involvement of indigenous and 
local communities in screening, scoping and development planning exercises; 
Properly take into account the cultural, environmental and social concerns and 
interests of indigenous and local communities; . . . Identify and implement 
appropriate measures to prevent or mitigate any negative impacts or proposed 
developments . . . (Secretariat 2004:6)

In a nutshell, this is the essence of effective and meaningful consultation. 
While NEPA and NHPA do not explicitly state that collaborative frameworks 
are part of the process, it is implied by reference to consultation that should 
take place early in the planning stages of proposed projects. A further implica-
tion is that by involving consulting parties, or the “actors” as the CBD 
Guidelines refer to them, in the scoping and planning tasks of project devel-
opment, not only will better decisions be reached but litigation over conflicts 
of long-term environmental management will be avoided.

The purpose of consultation is to elicit representations of the broad  spectrum 
of cultural values that are within and a part of our environment, and to resolve 
conflicts between these values and the economic, environmental, military, and 
industrial demands of contemporary society. If conducted adequately, consul-
tation is seldom either simple or straightforward. It does not fit neatly into a 
limited or restricted time frame. It often requires multiple personal skills on 
the part of those involved in consultation proceedings – especially by the 
 decision makers. If there is conflict, which there often is because the parties 
are polarized by interests in development versus preservation, even more 
 specialized skills are required in order to facilitate consultation. In the best of 
situations, consultation can build consensus even among the parties in 
 conflict-laden exchanges. It is known to solve differences among consulting 
parties as an alternative to filing lawsuits. Often what is agreed to is embodied 
in a settlement or other agreement document. Coming to agreement through 
consensus built in a consultation process is considerably less costly and time 
consuming than litigation, and ideally the agreement that is achieved is 
accepted and beneficial to all of the consulting parties.

Why Consultation?

The role and function of consultation can be most easily envisioned by 
 considering an example. West of the Mississippi River – that is, in the western 
half of the United States, there are large undeveloped tracts of land where the 
mountains rise up out of the plains and one can see for miles into the distance. 
Some of these open spaces are federal government lands, or public lands, 
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some are Indian reservations, some are privately held farms or ranches. 
Regardless of ownership, a deeply held value by diverse cultural groups is the 
view. The view is unfettered by urban development; large natural geologic 
landmarks dot the landscape and are viewed by some as sacred, by others as 
mountains or rock outcrops to be climbed, by others as areas where families 
have gathered together for generations. Some of these same lands contain 
valuable natural resources that are logged, mined, extracted, or otherwise uti-
lized to meet the contemporary industrialized needs of the nation and the 
world. The deeply held reverence for open lands is almost always a source of 
conflict between proposed projects and their proponents and the multiple 
organizations and American Indian tribes that advocate conservation and 
preservation. The purpose of consultation under laws like NHPA and NEPA 
is to resolve these conflicts without costly, time-consuming litigation. The 
regulations implementing Section 106 of NHPA are generally interpreted to 
require that federal government agencies make “good faith efforts” to identify 
and consult with Indian tribes and other parties who may be concerned about 
their actions.

Who Consults?

In typical cultural heritage based consultation in the United States, the consult-
ing parties include at least one federal government agency, a state department 
of preservation, and often an applicant with a proposed project that requires a 
government-approved permit or license. Federally recognized American Indian 
tribes or other groups of American Indians that are not recognized by the fed-
eral government may be involved, particularly if places of traditional religious or 
cultural practice might be compromised. Other consulting parties may include 
national non-profit preservation advocacy groups like the National Trust for 
Historic Preservation, national conservation groups such as the Sierra Club, or 
a national special interest group like the rock climbing advocacy group the 
Access Fund. On a regional or local basis, there are groups that organize around 
a specific issue such as the Coalition to Save Mount Shasta or the Alliance for 
Nantucket Sound; these may also become consulting parties. If the preservation 
or conservation issue is localized, then municipal governments’ land-use plan-
ning departments and local historical societies may become consulting parties. 
If the proposed project presents complicated issues affecting multiple aspects of 
cultural heritage then all of the above parties may be involved in the process. 
Sometimes even a private property owner or an individual with strong affinities 
for a significant cultural property may be a consulting party. Under NHPA, 
almost any entity may become a consulting party provided they have a legal or 
economic interest in the proposed project or a demonstrated interest in the 
historic property and any potential adverse effects to it.

Two other US cultural heritage laws require government agencies to  consult 
with American Indians so that their cultural values can be respected. These are 
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the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) 
and the Archaeological Resources Protection Act (ARPA). NAGPRA applies 
 specifically to Native Americans and government agency responsibilities for 
care, treatment, disposal, curation, and repatriation of funerary objects, sacred 
objects, objects of cultural patrimony, and human remains. In the implement-
ing regulations, the National Park Service, a US government agency with 
oversight for this law, devotes an entire section to consultation – how to 
 initiate it, with whom, writing letters, making telephone calls, and so on, all of 
these efforts culminating in a written plan of action. The National Park Service 
conducted a fair amount of consultation with tribes prior to publishing the 
regulations; this led to a more detailed approach to consultation than is typical 
of government legal guidance.

Another form of direction is given to government agencies in the United 
States by the President via Executive Order and Presidential Memorandum. 
Specifically targeted for tribes and ultimately concerned with engaging the 
federal government in consideration and respect for indigenous people and 
their sovereignty, at least two Executive Orders require federal agencies to 
engage in consultation. Executive Order 13175, signed by President Clinton, 
requires government agencies to consult and coordinate with tribes whenever 
regulations, policies, legislative comments, proposed legislation, and other 
policy or actions are being developed that may have tribal implications. 
President Obama signed a Presidential Memorandum on November 5, 2009, 
also specific to tribal consultation. It cites Executive Order 13175, and directs 
executive departments and government agencies to engage in “regular 
and meaningful consultation and collaboration with tribal officials . . .” 
The memo also directs all government agencies to submit a detailed tribal 
consultation plan.

Why the legal, regulatory, and Presidential emphasis and reemphasis on 
consultation with tribes as opposed to other parties? From a legal perspective, 
American Indian tribes occupy a significant and special role due to their status 
as sovereign nations. Unfortunately, because of the special status of tribes, 
government agencies doing environmental impact analyses tend to retain 
tribal consultation responsibilities themselves while passing on to non-federal 
project proponents the responsibility to consult with other, non-tribal parties. 
Proponents are also typically charged with collecting other kinds of data 
(archaeological, historical, ethnographical) on cultural resources subject to 
effect by a proposed project. This dissection of the consultation process leads 
to an unnatural bifurcation in planning, analysis, and decision making. 
Sometimes the government agency will focus wholly on their tribal consulta-
tion responsibilities and forget to consult with other interested parties; this 
happened in the case litigated as Bonnichsen v. Corps of Engineers 969 
F. Supplement 628 [1997]. In Bonnichsen, the US Army Corps of Engineers 
consulted with tribes, the state, and the Advisory Council on Historic 
Preservation but failed to adequately engage with a group of interested and 
concerned scientists. Other times, the agency will allow a project proponent 
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to move forward with the environmental analysis and consultation with other 
consulting parties, but, while retaining consultation with tribes as its own 
responsibility, will not consult at the same time as the proponent is doing its 
work. In some cases, due to limited agency budgets, an agency may wait for 
several years to begin the task of tribal consultation, and do it in only a pro 
forma manner. This causes many coordinative problems; for instance, sites 
identified as “archaeological” by the proponent may be identified later by a 
tribe as ancestral sites of traditional cultural and religious importance, but 
may by then have been adversely impacted by intentional archaeological 
 excavations.

What is Consultation?

So what exactly is consultation? Let’s take a look at Webster’s New World 
Dictionary (2002) definition of the verb, to consult: “to seek information 
from; ask the advice of; to keep in mind while acting or deciding; consider, 
show regard for . . .” This definition comports with those found in NHPA 
regulations and guidelines, notably those of the governmental agency – the 
Advisory Council on Historic Preservation (ACHP) – that oversees the NHPA 
“Section 106” requirements for the review of federal agency actions. The 
ACHP’s definition of consultation is: “. . . the process of seeking, discussing 
and considering the views of other participants, and, where feasible, seeking 
agreement with them . . .”[emphasis added]. The definition goes on to cite the 
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards and Guidelines for Government Agency 
Preservation Programs (DOI 1998) for further guidance. These standards 
and guidelines relate to Section 110 of the NHPA, which details the historic 
preservation responsibilities of federal government agencies in carrying out 
their missions and land management responsibilities. Under Standard 5 of the 
Guidelines there are Consultation General Principles (a) through (f), and spe-
cific direction (under Principle (g) ) for Consultation with Native Americans. 
The Guidelines, while brief, go slightly beyond the ACHP’s definition and 
cross-reference Section 106 and NAGPRA consultation requirements.

The regulations and guidelines make it clear that consultation is not simply 
a matter of notifying tribes and interested parties about a proposed project – 
though this is how it is perceived by some who have the legal responsibility 
to consult. Notification may be a first step in what ideally would be a col-
laborative process, but it is only a first step, and it must give those notified 
something to work with. Notification should be accompanied by a project 
description and a description of what the responsible agency already knows or 
thinks about affected cultural resources and the likely character of effects. This 
kind of data is necessary to orient and inform anybody that might have 
an interest. From the diverse perspectives of the various participants in the 
process, the definition of what constitutes consultation becomes problematic. 
While government agencies are required to consult with interested parties, 
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and all parties talk about “consultation,” very few recognize or attempt to 
grasp what the true intent of a given consultation is or visualize how the final 
decision on a project might benefit from its conduct.

To start with, the definitions codified under Section 106 and NAGPRA do 
not begin to capture how participants in the process – apart from federal and 
state government entities – understand the concept of consultation. Most 
non-governmental participants are volunteers who are passionate about 
attempting to preserve a rural landscape, an historic downtown Main Street, 
an archaeological district that conveys how the ancients lived on a landscape, 
or even a traditional cultural landscape revered as sacred. As volunteers in the 
process, these parties typically expect that some of their insights, suggestions, 
or recommendations for conservation or preservation will be incorporated 
into an agreement or a revised final decision. The inherent problem with the 
ACHP definition of consultation is that it does not require any meaningful 
dialogue. Those three verbs, to seek, to discuss and to consider, imply that the 
government agency doesn’t have to do anything substantive with whatever is 
offered up by consulting parties. Recall that non-governmental consulting 
parties typically attend consultation meetings on their own time, in contrast 
to state and government agency employees who are compensated for their 
time. This being the case, if there is no requirement that whatever such parties 
may suggest or recommend be incorporated into a final resolution, well then, 
what is the point?

In general, when most such participants reflect on what consultation is, 
their definition expands beyond “seeking, discussing and considering” 
views. Typically, non-governmental participants think that the process 
ought to result in an outcome and decisions that reflect the discussions. 
Mere consideration of participant’s concerns, issues, and comments does 
not imply resolution achieved by mutual consent. Consulting parties may 
sit through many meetings for development of an agreement document but 
refuse to sign the final document because it does not in fact reflect anything 
they have agreed to.

Consultation, however, is not the same as negotiation, with which many 
participants confuse it. Webster’s New World Dictionary (2002) standard 
 definition of the verb, to negotiate, is to “. . . confer, bargain, or discuss with a 
view to reaching agreement; to settle or conclude . . .” While the differences 
between consultation and negotiation can be subtle, they are important. 
Consultation is what is required by law; real negotiation rarely happens in the 
context of cultural properties.

Why is this? The simple answer is the government agency is, and remains, 
in the driver’s seat for the entire process, up to and including the final  decisions 
as to how it will proceed. From the outset, the agency controls the process 
and the outcome. There is no requirement that a government agency official 
incorporate any of the suggestions, changes, recommendations, or other 
aspects of discussion that participating parties may offer up during consulta-
tion. The narrow and limited definition – “seek, discuss and consider the 
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views” of the participants – is not expansive or flexible. It does not mandate a 
give-and-take type of dialogue. The regulatory definition does go on to 
include “seeking agreement” as part of consultation, but it requires agencies 
to seek such agreement only “where feasible,” and leaves it up to the agency 
to decide when feasibility does and does not exist. Therefore, there really is no 
formal opportunity to bargain. Bargaining, that is, negotiating, implies 
 typically that the parties stand on somewhat equal footings and seek a mutu-
ally acceptable agreement. In consultation under the US heritage preservation 
laws, in the end the agency has the power, and makes the final decisions.

Impediments to Effective Consultation

Four issues that rise to the top repeatedly as impediments to effective and 
meaningful consultation are: (1) cultural diversity, (2) time, (3) cultural  ethics, 
and (4) the roles of government agencies and project proponents. These issues 
consistently undermine and delay successful resolution of concerns raised 
 during consultation processes.

Cultural diversity is the issue that underlies all others. Each actor in the 
consultation process has his or her cultural orientation, which defines the role 
that he or she plays. Cultural differences can interfere with process and 
 dramatically affect outcomes. Most of us prepare ourselves before traveling to 
a foreign country. We may spend time studying cultural protocols, language, 
and food preferences and learning a bit about the cultural traditions of the 
country. Corporations take time to train employees when they are being sent 
to another country for business development purposes. The success of the 
business depends on the correct cultural behavior patterns that are expected 
within a different country and culture.

We do not prepare ourselves in the same manner to address one another in 
a consultation. Each group representing a particular interest embraces its own 
culture, be it a holistic view of the planet, a bureaucratic administrative view, 
or that of corporate development for profit. Quite often, it is the diversity of 
the cultures that causes miscommunication and misunderstandings that result 
in costly project delays and litigation. We are not always prepared to embrace 
or even acknowledge cultural differences, much less discuss how to resolve 
them. The ideals, values, and goals of each culture are not necessarily compat-
ible when parties come to the table to consult.

For example, a meeting had been arranged in Seattle, Washington, by the 
US Army Corps of Engineers to discuss and “consult” interested parties and 
tribes about issuance of a permit for a private development project. A large 
number of tribal members from different tribes from Montana, a few states to 
the east, had driven the better part of a day and night to attend the meeting. 
It was clear that there was a lot of concern over the project as proposed. The 
District Engineer made introductory welcoming and opening comments. 
Within 20 minutes every tribal member had left the room; they did not return. 
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Why? The District Engineer had simply commented that the proposed project 
would go forward as described in draft documents provided to the consulting 
parties, but that he would be willing to listen to what the parties had to say. 
To the tribal participants, who had invested considerable time, trouble, and 
money in the meeting, this meant that the entire exercise was meaningless.

The District Engineer was from a culture in which one identifies a project 
and moves forward with it, and in which consultation with interested parties 
is simply a tedious technical requirement – a box to be checked on a checklist. 
It was not obvious to him why his statement failed to initiate a rousing 
 discussion that would fulfill what he took to be the requirements for consulta-
tion. Perhaps if he had been better briefed in what the tribal consulting parties 
might expect in terms of consultation, he could have given at least a better 
appearance of making a “good faith” effort to listen and communicate 
 regarding the Army Corps work.

Time – the second recurring issue – is also a cultural concept. How it is 
defined, how it is used, what values are placed on it – all are culturally modu-
lated. There are no time frames for consultation in the NHPA Section 106 or 
in NAGPRA. It takes as long as it takes to reach agreement or determine that 
an impasse exists. There is an idiom in the United States that “time is money.” 
When a project proponent or developer is attempting to move a proposal 
 forward in the process, they are often looking for the “bottom line.” How 
much time will it take, and what will it cost our company? This position is 
certainly understandable, but often, in an effort to cut costs and time,  mistakes 
are made, resources, impacts, or alternatives are overlooked, and ultimately 
the project planning stage takes more time, and therefore, more money, to say 
nothing of the risk of winding up in court.

Problems sometimes arise when the project proponent, preparing to apply 
for a federal permit or assistance, tries to move the cultural resource manage-
ment (CRM) review process forward by hiring a cultural resources contractor 
to conduct a survey, identify the resources, and prepare evaluation documen-
tation for review by the appropriate federal and state agencies. This is a per-
fectly acceptable approach and often works well to speed up meeting some 
cultural heritage requirements. However, if the federal government agency 
retains the responsibility to consult with tribes, which for the most part they 
do, the agency will typically start such consultation long after the project 
 proponent’s contractor conducts the survey. The result can be disastrous, as 
evidenced in the following example.

A consultation meeting had been scheduled for a new coal mine, with the 
goal of drafting an agreement document that would address impacts on 
 cultural resources. Only the participating government agencies were present. 
The project proponent, other non-governmental consulting parties, and tribes 
were conspicuously absent. At the beginning of the meeting, the federal 
agency noted that the project proponent was expecting to have the permit the 
following month. Four years earlier, in an effort to complete the legal require-
ments quickly to obtain a permit to mine, and prior to beginning the NEPA 
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process, the project proponent had hired a cultural resources contracting firm, 
which duly completed its archaeological survey, conducted excavations, 
 analyzed artifacts, and published a final report, but no consultation had taken 
place. During the meeting, photos were reviewed of the ridge where the coal 
seam was located. Along the length of the ridge were obvious circles of upright 
slabs of stone – “mini-Stonehenges” that turned out to be of considerable 
cultural significance to tribes in the area. These had been noted but ignored 
in the consultant’s work, and had not been discussed with tribes. The result 
was a project delay of over five years while consultation was undertaken and 
efforts made to resolve tribal concerns. In terms of the project proponent’s 
valuable time, it would have been much more expedient to have simply started 
the consultation process in the beginning, while the other cultural resource 
investigations were taking place.

One mechanism that can help resolve the time problem is the negotiation 
of general agreements in advance of a project’s being proposed. Such agree-
ments between government agencies and tribes (and in theory, other parties) 
help to clarify consultation processes and protocols. These then are imple-
mented when an actual project is proposed. These types of agreement may 
help to facilitate consultation and avoid disputes among federal and state 
 governments, tribes, and non-governmental organizations. Ironically, this 
type of understanding or protocol agreement typically stands alone, rather 
than responding to any specific law or regulation (though both the NHPA 
Section 106 and NAGPRA regulations allow for them). Such agreements, if 
put in place, can help to reduce time frames for consultation and resolve 
potential sticking points or issues that are repetitive in scope. Some of these 
agreements work quite well, but like any other such document they must be 
negotiated in good faith, and often require extensive and careful consultation 
to put in place. They also must be carefully drafted to ensure compliance with 
relevant laws and regulations and to capture what the consulting parties have 
actually agreed to.

In recent years, some government agencies have begun trying to “stream-
line” cultural resource review by adopting a form of consultation that defies 
the very notion of a “good faith effort.” It goes something like this: The 
 government consults with the state and any other involved government agen-
cies, gets an agreement in writing, and then sends the agreement to all the 
other consulting parties and tribes. It is becoming standard procedure to give 
the other consulting parties 30 days to comment. This arbitrary methodology 
circumvents the intent and spirit of “good faith” consultation. In a sense, the 
federal agencies are saying to the consulting parties: here it is, react to it in any 
way you want but it does not really matter what you think because we, the 
government agency, are going to go forward with our decision regardless of 
what you say. This method of consultation reminds everyone involved that the 
federal agency sits in the driver’s seat, meeting what it interprets as the letter 
of the law while ignoring its intent. Clearly this approach does nothing to 
facilitate consultation, and it leaves no room at all for negotiation. As this 
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approach has spread over the past few years, the general state of consultation 
on heritage matters in the United States lapsed into one of non-consultation, 
largely as a result of the rush to “streamline” the process and save time.

When consulting with non-profit organizations and tribes, as much time as 
can possibly be allotted should be programmed into the project management 
time frame. Small volunteer organizations are heavily dependent on a few 
members who may be available to attend meetings or wade through 1,000-
page draft environmental reports. Many of them have multiple obligations on 
a regional level to submit or discuss their concerns, and of course, many have 
to work for a living.

Tribal sovereignty and cultural diversity are key elements in designing time 
frames. It may be difficult to reach tribal members by telephone or e-mail. 
It may be difficult to schedule a meeting or otherwise engage a tribe during 
ceremonies, hunting or fishing season, plant collection times, and so on. 
Becoming cognizant of the tribal calendar and the tribal government schedule 
will facilitate consultation. It also must be recognized that a tribal member, 
even a Tribal Historic Preservation Officer, cultural advisor, or cultural com-
mittee, cannot speak for the entire tribe except as authorized by the tribal 
government. Depending on the issue, a tribal member reviewing a cultural 
heritage document will usually have to bring the issue before the tribal 
 council for review and prior to responding to a government agency’s request. 
Since tribal councils typically meet only periodically, this can take consider-
able time.

In addition, neither non-profit groups, other consulting parties, nor tribes 
are prepared to respond to multiple requests from multiple government agen-
cies, all at the same time. The US government did not provide funding to any 
potential consulting parties to respond to the thousands of inquiries they can 
receive from federal agencies and applicants for federal permits seeking to 
comply with the various heritage laws. Many consulting parties, typically non-
profit organizations pursuing preservation of certain types of properties or 
places, obtain funding entirely through membership dues and private 
 donations. As the national economy waxes and wanes, so does their ability to 
be responsive. Staff size fluctuates, and volunteers who had available free time 
may be looking for employment with a paycheck. While these circumstances 
are part and parcel of the consultation business in general, it is necessary to 
factor their consideration into the overall consultation time frame when 
 planning and scoping for projects.

Even Indian tribes with Cultural Committees, Cultural Affairs Offices, or 
Historic Preservation Departments seldom have large staffs waiting to review 
and consult government undertakings. Out of approximately 565 federally 
 recognized tribes, there are only 88 tribes that have their own Tribal Historic 
Preservation Offices, funded in part by the US government’s Historic Preservation 
Fund. The remaining tribes must utilize their own resources to respond.

For all these reasons, time is a critical factor in determining what projects 
and agencies, non-governmental consulting parties, and tribes will even be 
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able to respond to in writing, to say nothing of participating in drawn-out 
consultations.

Cultural ethics comprise the third issue that complicates consultation about 
the preservation of cultural heritage. By cultural ethics I mean respecting the 
rights of a cultural group to make its own decisions about what is culturally 
important and how it should be managed. It is up to the local community or 
tribe – not the government agency or its archaeologists, anthropologists, or 
historians – to decide the significance and value of the cultural feature, an 
object, a plant, place, or other area of cultural practice, and to describe – to 
the extent it is willing – how and why it is valued. This is a difficult process, 
for to be able to preserve a place it must become an item of discussion during 
consultation, and such places and things are often not readily discussed even 
within the community that values them. For example, Martin’s Cove is a 
revered and extremely significant place in the State of Wyoming for practition-
ers of the Latter-Day Saints religion known as the Mormons. The cove, or 
cave, became controversial when the Mormons asserted publicly that it was a 
sacred place for them and that they wished to purchase the area from the fed-
eral government. Due to the controversy, the special significance and mean-
ingful value was discussed in consultation meetings. Members of the Latter-Day 
Saints Church had to make a decision – in order to assert the Cove’s signifi-
cance, they had to expose some traditionally held values and beliefs and expose 
their cultural systems to others who held different beliefs.

Each and every community or tribe must face this dilemma. In order to 
 protect or preserve an area, it must be discussed at some level with those plan-
ning an action that could impact the place and the environment within which 
it located. This situation puts almost every participant in the process in an 
uncomfortable spot. Of course, there are ways to discuss and consult about 
certain areas that are held dear without revealing everything that makes them 
part of a community’s cultural heritage, but coming up with such ways chal-
lenges everyone in the process to think, consider, and ultimately act with 
respect for those who have identified a significant place of traditional practice.

Roles constitute the fourth complicating issue – specifically, the roles played 
by the government agency and any non-governmental project proponent 
(permittee, licensee, or applicant for a federal permit or license), and how 
these roles affect the consultation process. Although under US law it is the 
federal agency that bears the responsibility to consult about cultural heritage 
issues, it is the project proponent who pays for whatever is decided on, and 
who bears the costs of delay. Thus the project proponent should be included 
in all discussions, consultations, and development of agreement documents, 
without taking over the central consultative responsibility held by the federal 
agency. If there is any place on the landscape, or the land itself, that holds 
traditional cultural or religious value to a community or tribe, the project 
proponent is the one who can often most efficiently define alternatives and 
explore ways to change the project proposal. So practically speaking, the role 
of the proponent is critical, but often the federal agency – intentionally or 
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unintentionally – adopts a role of standing between the proponent and the 
other consulting parties, thus complicating and delaying the consultation. 
While the federal agency ultimately decides whether and how a project will 
proceed, if agreement is to be reached about how to mitigate its effects on 
cultural heritage, it is the non-governmental and tribal consulting parties and 
the project proponent who must agree.

Negotiation Again

With this in mind, let’s revisit negotiation. The most successful consultation 
meetings I have ever attended were between the project proponent and the 
non-governmental consulting parties, with any government agencies conspic-
uously absent. At this point, consultation does turn into negotiation. Why? 
Because each party has something to offer, moving the discussion along 
toward mutual agreement. For the project proponent, time is critical. Lost 
time usually means loss of money or profit. For the tribal and other 
 non-governmental consulting parties, protection of the cultural resource is a 
priority. All parties have a vested interest in reaching some sort of mutual deci-
sion as to how to proceed and each party has something tangible to bargain.

For example, one case involved an oil company proposing to do some drill-
ing but in order to do so, drilling trucks would have to drive past a petroglyph 
panel on a rock outcrop that was treasured by a tribe. After several thwarted 
attempts at consultation with the required government agencies present, the 
company contacted the tribe and invited them to a meeting on the 20th floor 
of the Petroleum Building in downtown Denver, Colorado. The meeting had 
something of a surreal quality, as the tribal members arrived in traditional 
dress. The oil company executives, used to dealing with New Guineans, 
Venezuelans, and other cultures, had absolutely no objection, indeed no reac-
tion, to tribal requests to burn sage or to offer prayers in the native language. 
They listened respectfully to the reasons the tribe was upset. Driving trucks 
past the petroglyph, they were told, would chase away the resident spirits, 
which would render the panel useless; therefore, the access to the drilling area 
had to be changed. No problem, replied the company, and proceeded to 
reroute the access road.

In another case, consultation had gone on for several years among the 
 requisite government agencies, a development corporation, and a tribe with-
out reaching any agreement. The corporation, out of frustration, invited the 
tribe to a one-on-one discussion. What were the tribe’s underlying concerns, 
the corporation asked, and how might we revise our proposal to accommo-
date them? The tribe, after some internal discussion, came up with proposals 
that would enable them to continue their traditional practices without inter-
ference from the proposed project. None of the solutions were embodied in 
an agreement as required by the legal frameworks but a negotiated solution 
was reached.
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In both cases, agreement was reached and the government agencies accepted 
the outcome. If this method is successful, why is it not used more often? The 
laws are specific in stating that the process is the government agencies’ respon-
sibility, but other tasks are delegated so why not consultation? In my experi-
ence, government agencies are reluctant to begin the process and often delay 
it for no apparent reason except that they are “busy” with other requests and 
tasks. They also do not have the same incentive as a project proponent has to 
complete all the requirements and get on with the project.

Going back to the four consultation issues of definitions, time, cultural 
 ethics, and the roles of various parties in the legal processes, it is useful to 
examine a 2007 Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals decision, Navajo Nation v. 
US Forest Service. The case revolved around a proposal to make artificial snow 
out of wastewater for the ski area on Arizona’s San Francisco Peaks. The Forest 
Service, which manages the Peaks, proposed to permit the action and was the 
defendant in the case. Plaintiffs included the Navajo Nation, the Havasupai 
Tribe, the White Mountain Apache Nation, the Yavapai-Apache Nation, the 
Hopi Tribe, and the Hualapai Tribe. All of the tribes revere the San Francisco 
Peaks as culturally significant. The plaintiffs, or the tribes, challenged the US 
Forest Service’s approval of the snow project under the US Religious Freedom 
Restoration Act (RFRA) as well as under NEPA and NHPA.

In the Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS) prepared under 
NEPA, the Forest Service wrote that the “Peaks are the most sacred place of 
both the Navajo and the Hopi; that those tribes’ religions have revolved 
around the Peaks for centuries; that their religious practices require pure nat-
ural resources from the Peaks . . .” For this project, there was no problem of 
cultural secrecy or any violations of tribal ethics or conduct. The tribes made 
their reverence for the mountain known and stated clearly their positions; 
cultural documentation for the FEIS was abundant. So why did this case go 
to litigation? What happened during the consultation process?

Although the court decision – which ultimately went against the tribes – did 
not turn on the adequacy of consultation, examining the Forest Service’s 
process of consultation with the tribes helps us understand how, when 
 information was available and forthcoming, a decision was made that was 
clearly wrong from the tribes’ perspective. Focusing on the definition of 
 consultation, both the Hualapai and Hopi gave testimony that delineates the 
difference in perspectives of what constitutes consultation.

The Hualapai argued that certain “. . . prescoping memoranda and notes 
demonstrated that the Forest Service took action that foreclosed the consid-
eration of a reasonable range of alternatives . . .” The Forest Service notes 
included a scripted “Key Messages” for 2002 Tribal Consultation Plan. Some 
of the messages are as follows:

“We [Forest Service] think it’s a good idea, and we already know you [tribes] 
don’t approve of it, but Snowbowl (the ski facility) is there & isn’t going 
away . . .”
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“The upgrade can’t be done without snowmaking”
“Recycled water IS clean, disease free.”
“How can YOU help US make it work???”

Is there anything wrong with this Consultation Plan? Does it comport with a 
“good faith effort”? Faced with this kind of introduction at a consultation 
meeting, what would be your reaction? For the involved tribes, this “Plan” 
generated the not-unreasonable perception that the Forest Service had already 
decided on its course of action, in support of the Arizona Snowbowl Resort. 
At the very beginning of the consultation process, the Consultation Plan indi-
cated that the Forest Service would not be listening or even interested in what 
the tribes might have to offer – whether it was deeply held belief systems, 
proposed alternatives, or suggested methods of mitigation, unless it helped 
the Forest Service make the resort’s project “work.”

For the Hopi, it was a similar situation, as evidenced by their testimony. 
They argued that the Forest Service “did not meaningfully consult with them.” 
They did concede that the Forest Service “sought tribal consultation on the 
religious and cultural significance of the Peaks, and provided a reasonable 
opportunity for the tribes to participate in the process”; however, the Hopi 
believe the “consultations were meaningless” because the Forest Service had 
“prejudged” the matter. It was not enough to simply recognize and symboli-
cally state that the Peaks are the most sacred place to several tribes, as the 
Forest Service did in their FEIS. The second step should have been to consult 
meaningfully with tribes to determine how the proposed action would affect 
the lifeways with which their religion is inherently linked, their cultural beliefs 
and practices. Would the proposed action facilitate and accelerate the extinc-
tion not only of the cultural practices, but of the life and culture itself? And 
the third step should have been to consult further, seeking ways to deal with 
these effects.

Going back to the third issue raised above, reverence and respect are part of 
the cultural ethics issue that too often get dropped when considering the use 
of a landscape for its resources – be it recreation, development, or energy pro-
duction. Testimony given by traditional leaders in Navajo Nation v. US Forest 
Service evidences the amount of preparation and time that is given to prepara-
tion, prior to visiting or making a pilgrimage to the San Francisco Peaks. For 
the Hopi, the Katsinam serve as intermediaries between the Hopi and the 
higher powers, carrying prayers from the Hopi villages to the Peaks on an 
annual cycle. The Katsinam live on the Peaks from July through January. The 
Hopi have at least 14 shrines on the Peaks. Every year, the religious leaders 
select members of each of the approximately 40 congregations among the 
12 Hopi villages to make a pilgrimage to the Peaks. The Navajo greet the 
Peaks daily with prayer songs and describe the Peaks as “our leader” and “very 
much an integral part of our life, our daily lives.” The Hualapai spiritual lead-
ers travel to the Peaks to deliver prayers. Like Hopi and Navajo, the Hualapai 
believe the Peaks are so sacred that one has to prepare oneself spiritually to 
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visit. To give respect means to prepare for the meeting, to give respect means 
to allow enough time for the appropriate cultural ceremonies to take place 
prior to consultation.

Other environmental issues aside, would it have been possible to avoid 
the cultural aspects of the litigation if the proper cultural protocols for all 
the involved tribes had been observed prior to initiating consultation? Had the 
consultation perhaps been more culturally sensitive, could the litigation have 
been avoided? Might the outcome have been better had negotiation taken 
place between the tribes and the Arizona Snowbowl Resort? I don’t know the 
answers to these questions and I’m not sure if there are any adequate answers. 
I am hopeful, however, that with renewed enthusiasm for more meaningful 
consultation, perhaps a better balance will be struck in arriving at final deci-
sions. For countries thinking of drafting legislation to address indigenous 
peoples’ and local communities’ cultural concerns, there is opportunity to 
learn from the mistakes we in the United States have made. The shortcomings 
in our cultural heritage consultation processes result from:

a simplistic definition of consultation itself, that provides little incentive to  ●

agencies to negotiate with non-governmental parties concerned about 
heritage;
failure to accommodate cultural diversity in consultation processes; ●

failure to provide sufficient time and resources for all concerned parties to  ●

participate;
failure to ensure respect for the cultural values of all concerned; and ●

failure to sort out the most effective roles for federal agencies and project  ●

proponents in consultation and project planning.

Resolving these shortcomings can help avoid the conflicts, inefficiency, and 
ineffectiveness inherent in the US cultural resource management system, and 
allow a nation’s people and leadership to manage cultural heritage issues for 
the long term, not merely for the short run.
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Being a US 
Government Cultural 
Resource Manager

Russell L. Kaldenberg

CHAPTER 26

Introduction

This chapter is designed to help prospective cultural resource managers decide 
whether working in a government land managing agency is a good option. 
Based on personal experience in three US government agencies – the Bureau 
of Land Management (BLM), the Forest Service (USFS), and the Department 
of the Navy (DON), I discuss the type of career that a government cultural 
resource manager might expect. Although my employment has largely been as 
an archaeologist, and has been almost entirely in US government agencies, 
I think my experience is relevant to people in other disciplines and other 
 governments as well.

What Is a US Federal Agency?

A US federal agency is an organization authorized, funded, and administered 
by the United States of America to do something generally thought useful for 
its citizenry.

What Is a Federal Land Managing Agency?

These are agencies whose foremost missions, often defined by laws called “organic 
acts,” are to administer lands owned by the citizens of the United States. 
These lands are often called “public lands.” The BLM and the USFS are 
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 “multiple-use” land managing agencies. This means that they may permit almost 
anything to occur on the lands they manage, ranging from the preservation of 
pristine wilderness areas to the senseless destruction of landscape by massive 
numbers of marauding off-highway vehicles (OHV). DON, the National Park 
Service (NPS), and the International Boundary Commission (IBC) are examples 
of land managing agencies whose responsibilities are more focused and tend not 
to be multiple-use organizations.

What Does a Federal Land Managing Agency Do?

Things done by these agencies include:

Authorize grazing leases and sell commodities such as timber. ●

Build and manage campgrounds and picnic grounds. ●

Authorize intra and interstate pipelines and electrical transmission lines. ●

Authorize oil and gas drilling, coal mining, geothermal, solar and wind  ●

projects, canals, etc.
Designate and manage off-highway vehicle open areas and permit races  ●

across the landscape.
Write plans to guide the use of the land. ●

Exchange public lands for private lands; or, purchase private lands. ●

Issue rights-of-ways for highways and for individual power poles and  ●

 cellphone towers.
Police the lands. ●

Protect environmental values such as wildlife and historical sites. ●

Inventory for and document the location and condition of cultural resources  ●

(or not).

What Do Such Agencies Have to Do with Cultural 
Resource Management (CRM)?

Under US law, federal agencies are responsible for assessing and (in theory) 
controlling the environmental impacts of their actions, including their 
impacts on cultural resources. They are specifically charged by law with 
 caring for historic sites, buildings, structures, districts, and landscapes, as 
well as archaeological sites, graves, and Indian tribal cultural places. To help 
them carry out these responsibilities, balanced with all their other jobs, 
they hire archaeologists and (sometimes) other CRM specialists. These 
 specialists are usually lodged in an agency’s “environmental” office or 
 program, along with biologists, range conservationists, geologists, and 
ecologists.
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Finding a Job With a Federal Agency

He who knows the least about something talks the most about it.
Joseph Rudys, BLM Geologist

A decade or so ago one could get a US government job by being an outstand-
ing scholar, based upon a good grade point average. This meant that one 
would not have to take the Civil Service Examination, which qualified one for 
everything from a job with the Internal Revenue Service as an accountant to 
working as an archaeologist; or complete a dreaded SF 171 form.

Today many agencies refer a job applicant to www.USAjobs.com. This is a 
web site that many agencies use to advertise their seasonal and career (perma-
nent) jobs. Most of the announced jobs are posted on the web site for about 
30 days. Besides designing your résumé to match the job requirements, one 
often has to respond to criteria which are created for each job by the selecting 
official. These are called Knowledge, Skills and Abilities (KSAs). Responding to 
KSAs is generally obligatory. So, if the job announcement asks you to respond 
to the KSAs read them first. Think about them, and then carefully respond.

Generally the electronic web site works, but not always. Always double 
check to ensure that you sent your application to the correct electronic address 
and that it was received. There is nothing like placing a phone call to ensure 
someone received it.

There are some positions that are announced for only a few days. You should 
be suspicious of that type of announcement. It is likely that the selecting  official 
knows whom he or she wants to hire. If you see such an announcement, call the 
selecting official. Ask questions. Inquire if they have someone in the local office 
who is interested in the job. If the answer is yes, then ask if that person is likely 
to get the job. Often the person on the other end of the telephone will say “No, 
the job is wide open.” Pre-selection is frowned upon but it happens. There is 
little recourse. If you are not selected and you really wanted the position, call up 
and ask why you were not selected. If you really are unhappy you can always 
appeal the non-selection through the agency’s personnel process or file a com-
plaint with the Office of Personnel Management. Unless you can prove that the 
selection process was illegal or you were discriminated against due to gender, 
race, ethnicity, or age, there will be little you can do about it except learn from 
the experience. Each federal agency has a specific way of doing things:

Smelling a woodrat, or, it ain’t really your job

An archaeologist quit her federal position to raise a family. She was known as 
someone who advocated the protection of cultural resources. Some staff were 
relieved when she resigned. She was told not to hesitate to apply for “her” 
job when she was ready to reenter the workplace. A few years went by, 
 archaeologists came and went in the office. Eventually, the job was re-advertised 
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and she applied for it. She applied repeatedly over several years, but was never 
selected. She began smelling a rat (this being a land managing agency, a woodrat). 
She did some checking and found out that contrary to its promises, the agency 
had done all it could to “blackball” her from working in federal service again. 
At great expense, she hired an attorney, took the agency to court, and received 
a settlement offer: the same type of position for six months. She finally negoti-
ated a position for a year, agreeing that the agency would thus have fulfilled its 
obligation. As her year appointment was ending she began applying for jobs. 
Guess what? She was unable to find a job within the agency even though she 
had a good performance appraisal. Failing to find the position she really wanted, 
she was hired by another agency and received a several thousand dollar a year 
pay increase. The moral of the story is that tenacity may get you a job, though 
it may cost you money in legal fees and cause you anguish – and in the end the 
job you get may not be the one you wanted. But if you smell a rat and are up to 
the fight, in the end you just may prevail.

What if I don’t know much or I know a lot about 
the place I want to work?

You may have to go to school in the area where you want a job; local bias may 
make it difficult to get hired in an area in which you have no previous educa-
tion or experience. Conversely, some managers prefer those who have no local 
knowledge or attachment.

What you will often be told is that one has to be a specialist in a specific 
region to get a job there, because one needs to know the local archaeology or 
history or architecture, all of which are too difficult to understand if one 
hasn’t developed the gene for them. Balderdash. This is protectionism, or 
laziness on the part of the agency. A stone flake anywhere is a stone flake. 
Regional history, ethnography, and archaeology can be learned. The bottom 
line is that rules and regulations dealing with cultural resources are based on 
federal law and hence the same everywhere in the country.

In the converse case of a selecting official who will not hire someone who 
does know a lot about the local area, I would suspect that the official feels that 
the knowledgeable person might be more prejudiced toward preservation 
than someone coming from afar. In most cases the selection of cultural resource 
specialists is not made by cultural resource managers. The selecting official 
may, though, be influenced by one.

It might be who you know

Don’t rule out checking with colleagues or friends regarding positions that 
they know about. It is no different from any other job. Contacts are impor-
tant. There are cases in which you will not be hired for fear of nepotism or 
collegiality. However, it is more likely than not that relationships can help you 
get your foot in the door.
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The First Strategy in a Career is Finding One

So, how can history be told? It must be recovered and cobbled together from 
the memories of those who participated, from the few recorded accounts . . . 
(T)he stories that are not told are at risk of being lost forever. The urgency of 
this problem cannot be exaggerated. Every day, pieces of history are lost. People 
die. Documents . . . and letters crumble to dust or are destroyed.

Aran Shetterly (2007:3)

In 1975 I received phone calls from people who called themselves BLM Area 
Managers to see if I was interested in a job as a Ranger/Archaeologist in 
either El Centro or Barstow, California. I knew a bit about the BLM, having 
been raised adjacent to public lands in the San Joaquin Valley. However, until 
I met Herrick Hanks and Eric Ritter in about 1973 I had never met anyone 
who worked for the agency. The talk around my home town of Fellows, 
California, was that the BLM planned to sell its land to citrus growers, so it 
did not need employees.

During Fall of 1975 I was interviewed for the jobs. The manager in Barstow 
selected me in December 1975, but due to a “hiring freeze” I was not told to 
report for duty until early September 1976. I did, just in time to see the 
Mojave River flood for the first time in decades and to watch the dry lakes of 
the Mojave fill to their brims, the water teaming with fairy shrimp.

My Becoming a BLMer

As a Ranger/Archaeologist my job was to develop an archaeological site atlas 
so that staff would know where recorded sites were located. I was also to make 
recommendations to the manager (a Range Conservationist/Realty Specialist), 
develop a relationship with the local community by giving talks, learn the 
geographic and political landscape, and drive a four-wheel-drive vehicle around 
the area locating cultural sites. I also contacted folks who were living illegally 
on the public lands (a practice called squatting). Often, the public contacted 
by someone in uniform created a confrontation, because we had no law 
enforcement authority and the public knew that. The best we could do was to 
attempt to contact a local law enforcement officer from the Sheriff ’s 
Department, Highway Patrol, or, if a felony was suspected, the FBI. The job 
was pretty difficult, as BLM Rangers were initially perceived as unwanted 
interlopers by other law enforcement employees.

The BLM’s organic act, the Federal Land Policy and Management Act 
(FLPMA), pronounced “FlipMa,” was signed by President Gerald Ford in 
October 1976. FLPMA designated the BLM as a multiple-use agency and 
established a law enforcement branch. As a Ranger/Archaeologist I had a 
patrol sector that included many of the known archaeological areas in the 
western Mojave Desert. The Rodman Mountains, south of Barstow, contained 
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many rock art sites; so, I was assigned to regularly patrol and photo-document 
the petroglyphs, pictographs, rock mounds, and geoglyphs. During the late 
1960s, the photographer Ike Eastvold had been contracted to photo- document 
rock art throughout the California Desert so as to provide a baseline for the 
documentation of site condition. His photographs were useful as a significant 
amount of reported crime in the desert involved artifact theft and vandalism. 
Stories filled the museum and archaeological communities that petroglyphs 
were being stolen by the truckload and used to construct fireplaces and walls 
in far-off communities.

In an attempt to understand the magnitude of this problem, Bill Olsen, 
BLM’s first State Archaeologist, and California Desert Conservation Area 
Archaeologist Rick Hanks attempted to install sensors in the Rodman 
Mountains to detect artifact theft. A couple of issues quickly became evident. 
One was that the sensors were extremely sensitive and were set off by sonic 
booms from military aircraft. The second was that the closest ranger was over 
an hour away. By the time the BLM could get out to the site, whoever may 
have been damaging or stealing the rock art was gone. No one was ever found 
damaging the rock art.

About 30 years later, I received a frantic call from someone who had just 
visited the area and informed me about vandalism that had just occurred. She 
wondered why BLM was doing nothing to protect the rock art. I asked her if 
she had photographed the damage. She had. I asked her to send me copies of 
the photos, which she did. It turned out that the damage had been reported 
by Eastvold more than 30 years previously. The baseline data had served its 
purpose.

The “Sagebrush Rebellion” was in full force during the latter part of 
President Jimmy Carter’s term and the early years of Ronald Reagan’s admin-
istration. This “rebellion” involved a rather ill-defined desire to turn federal 
lands over to – well, somebody other than the federal government. Bumper 
stickers on OHVs often sported sayings such as “Abolish the BLM.” More 
pointedly, the Western Mining Council handed out bumper stickers saying 
“Help the Handicapped – Donate a Brain to the BLM.”

One of my patrol sectors was near the mining communities of Trona, Red 
Mountain, Johannesburg, and Ballarat. It was the habitat of Charles Manson 
and his followers, some of whom still occupied Panamint Valley and the nearby 
mountains. During a Sunday patrol into Panamint Valley, I stopped at Ballarat 
and chatted with an associate of Manson’s called “Ballarat Bob.” He had been 
a math teacher in the East but said the desert beckoned. For some reason 
he pulled a gun on me and three or four others backed him up with rifles. He 
began a blather about how there are bodies in mine shafts throughout the 
Slate and Panamint Ranges and he could kill me and strip my Jeep, dump 
me and it in a mineshaft, and no one would ever find me (we had no working 
radios and, of course, no cellphones). I backed up a bit and asked him “Why 
would you want to do a thing like that?” He looked at me and said “I guess I 
wouldn’t.” He put down his gun; I got back in the Jeep and backed up while 
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lying on its seat for an interminable amount of time. Finally about halfway 
across Panamint Dry Lake I raised myself up and found the group still peering 
in my direction, though happily not pursuing me. Three hours later I was 
back in Barstow and telephoned my boss, thinking he would be sympathetic. 
He asked me “Did he hurt you?” “No, boss,” I said, “he just scared me.” 
I figured he would call out the troops, the FBI, the Inyo County Sheriff, 
Highway Patrol, or Marshalls. No, what he said was “Just don’t go back into 
that part of your patrol sector for a while.” I did not.

Attempting to staff a meager organization has always been a challenge to 
the BLM. After the beginning of Fiscal Year 1981 it wanted to begin seriously 
staffing its field offices and to redistribute its specialists. Traditionally, most 
specialists in the BLM had Bachelor of Arts degrees in range management or 
minerals. Lands staff did not have to have a college education and could move 
up the ranks into leadership positions learning how to process permits through 
on-the-job training. With the passage of FLPMA full-time specialists were 
required. This meant wildlife biologists and, for heaven’s sakes, archaeolo-
gists. My supervisor called me into his office, closed the door, and informed 
me that I had a choice if I wished to have a career with the BLM. I could 
go through the Federal Law Enforcement Academy and get my ranger 
 “delegation,” or I could become the Area Archaeologist. He posited I would 
have all of the archaeology sites surveyed in a couple of years and would work 
myself out of a job. What was my pleasure? I chose to work myself out of a job 
and became the archaeologist.

The Second Strategy Could Be Climbing 
the Career Ladder

Some of the leadership in the BLM was excited about having professional 
staff, but quite a few managers were not. The old BLMers were generally 
WWII or Korean War veterans with Bachelor Degrees. The new professionals 
often had Masters degrees or even PhDs. This caused some suspicion on the 
part of the old BLMers, who took their time in filling positions. It took nearly 
a decade to fill the jobs in each of the offices.

Moving into the 1980s, BLM designed an indoctrination course called “The 
Cauldron.” This was taught by managers, leaders, and consultants and was 
intended to get the employees to feel good about being a BLMer. One of the 
focal points of the training was that anyone, “even an archaeologist” as was 
promoted, could become a BLM manager. The class encouraged employees to 
climb a career ladder. A few of us bought the challenge hook, line, and sinker.

I left my first archaeological position in Barstow as I was selected to 
become the District Archaeologist for the large, recently created California 
Desert District. The job was to oversee the expected magic budget that 
Congress would appropriate to implement “the Plan,” and to supervise the 
hundreds of employees who would be placed throughout the California 
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Desert Conservation Area. Offices were opened in Needles, Ridgecrest, and 
Indio. The elections of 1980 got us President Ronald Reagan and a meager 
budget.

Still, the BLM program continued to develop and archaeologists were 
needed. Rick Hanks left the California Desert Staff and became the BLM’s first 
professional archaeologist in Washington, DC (Kaldenberg 1997: 177–183). 
Rick was one of the few patient enough to climb the career ladder. I wanted 
to emulate him. Rick eventually became a District Manager and then manager 
of a national monument. He oversaw the creation of the “how-to-do guides” 
called the 8100 Manuals which guide the BLM’s cultural resource program 
(USDI BLM Manuals 1800–8170 2004). A BLM State Archaeologist fol-
lowed in his footsteps and stayed in the position for a couple of decades.

According to a message we received in the Cauldron, people were supposed 
to stay in positions about 5 years or so, then move on to another location so 
others could move in. This was designed to allow personal and agency growth, 
but it happened less and less during the middle to late 1980s and since the 
1990s it has nearly stopped.

Getting Experience by Moving 
Around – the Third Strategy

About mid-career I changed Departments from Interior to Agriculture, where 
I became a Regional Archaeologist for the United States Forest Service 
(USFS). The selecting official was hesitant to select me as I had no prior expe-
rience in Agriculture. One of the interview questions was whether I knew the 
Forest Service manuals; I informed him that I did not. He asked how I thought 
I would be able to learn them. I replied, “I can read.” I was hired.

The job put me in a semi-supervisorial position over a number of archae-
ologists on the region’s National Forests (each of whom actually reported to 
his or her Forest Supervisor). Some of these archaeologists, who had been 
selected by my predecessor, seemed to resent my employment. I was an out-
sider who did not know either the Forest Service or the cultural resources of 
the region. I bonded with a few of the forest archaeologists, though, and also 
with my counterpart in a neighboring region.

Besides my lack of familiarity with the agency, I had three major issues to 
tackle:

1 involvement with Native American Issues;
2 working to get management to recognize the value of professional 

archaeologists;
3 understanding of “the paraprofessional” issue.

Native American issues
Native American issues – that is, issues of concern to Indian tribes and Native 
Hawaiian groups – were forcefully made known to the Forest Service and 
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other US agencies by the late Jan Hammil’s American Indians Against 
Desecration (AIAD) – a non-governmental organization promoting the 
reburial or repatriation of ancestral human remains and artifacts. In California 
I had worked closely with the state government’s Native American Heritage 
Commission and with many tribes. Talking with forest archaeologists and the 
staffs of State Historic Preservation Offices in my new region, it was apparent 
to me that good relations with Native Americans were not high on anyone’s 
agenda. One forest was bounded on several sides by a reservation but the 
archaeologist had “never met an Indian.” At least one archaeologist had a 
bumper sticker on a personal automobile that proclaimed “Save a sturgeon, 
gig an Indian.” One university archaeologist told me that few of the Indians 
in the area belonged there. They had been moved here by the US government 
and so, he thought, had no claim on cultural properties.

The value of team membership
Archaeologists seemed unwelcome by some forest staff. I was puzzled by this, 
since 20 years had passed since the Forest Service had begun hiring archaeolo-
gists in the wake of NHPAs. I devised a questionnaire for the staff archaeolo-
gists and managers, asking questions of the former such as “What type of 
recognition have you received for doing your job; how frequently have you 
received an award for your work; and have you had any opportunity for a 
detail into a management position?” The answers were unanimous. After more 
than a decade of service no archaeologist had received an award. I took the 
results to the Regional Forester who acted surprised. It was not long before 
archaeologists on the Forests began receiving awards and other recognition. 
I really didn’t have to do much besides calling attention to the problem and 
pointing out that it was not difficult to fix. I also asked managers to stop refer-
ring to the staff archaeologists as “arkys” – a term whose use always seemed 
cynical. I informed the managers that I considered it to be discriminatory 
name-calling and it should stop. Some seemed to understand.

Paraprofessionals
Not all forest units had professional archaeologists. Some of the forests chose 
to train other staff as “paraprofessionals,” and assign them the responsibility 
to identify and evaluate archaeological sites and other cultural resources. 
Ideally, assignments were made by an archaeologist from another forest 
who then tried to find the time to review written reports completed by the 
paraprofessional.

On one eastern forest a contracted archaeologist oversaw the paraprofes-
sional program and conducted some surveys that were not reviewed by Forest 
Service staff. Most of the undertakings were for timber or oil and gas projects. 
As one aspect of my job was to review the budget, I had the opportunity to 
conduct a budget review of that forest. My review recommended that the 
money spent on the contractor and paraprofessionals would be better spent 
hiring a staff archaeologist. The Forest Supervisor responded that he would 

King_c26.indd   462King_c26.indd   462 2/4/2011   7:47:07 PM2/4/2011   7:47:07 PM



BEING A US GOVERNMENT CULTURAL RESOURCE MANAGER  463

only hire an African American archaeologist and challenged me to find one. 
I did. He then developed a job description that required the desired candidate 
have “expertise in North African archaeology.” As it turned out, the candidate 
I had found had such expertise and got the job. I was then banned from 
the forest.

Back to BLM

After a couple of years I returned to the BLM. I slowly climbed the career 
ladder. I was appointed to a position in wilderness management, then was 
selected to become an Area Manager. Here my main task was to “make BLM 
liked by the local public.” The local community had not cared much for the 
way the office was managed. I had a good staff, including a skilled archaeolo-
gist who worked with the public and the tribes. The key to any success is hard 
work, luck, and being in the right place at the right time. It is often much 
easier to follow a manager who is disliked than one who is loved. I had that 
opportunity and took advantage of being able to build new relationships.

We were able to develop relationships with many of the tribes. We created 
a National Scenic Area near Palm Springs, California, administered by BLM, 
the Forest Service, and the Agua Caliente Tribe. We also worked closely with 
local governments to include them in the process of managing federal lands 
adjacent to their jurisdictions.

Archaeologists who become managers in government agencies can have 
conflicts with archaeologists who believe they have “sold out.” It does not 
have to be that way. Professional archaeologists can bring their skills and 
expertise into management settings, and this can be rewarding. Instead of 
having managers representing rangeland, geology, oil and gas, or recreation 
making decisions by themselves about cultural resources, we have a manager 
with archaeological training adding his or her expertise in the first person. 
Non-archaeological management team members can become less suspicious 
of cultural resources as competition with those they know themselves, when 
one of their own colleagues represents such resources.

Still, in the end, the task of management can be daunting. In spite of your 
best efforts, decisions are sometimes made to neglect your resource. This can 
raise serious conflicts with one’s professional ethics. Sometimes you have to 
make decisions yourself that are adverse to the resources you care about.

One task of a manager is the hiring and evaluation of staff. During the time 
I was a manager the State Director ordered that anyone who made the job list 
(called a Cert) had to be interviewed. This can be a long arduous job. In one 
instance I interviewed a person for a temporary position. I asked him a series 
of questions, identical to those I had asked the rest of the applicants, finishing 
with a question “If you have conducted a survey for a project and found 
archaeological sites and I made the decision to approve the project and have 
the archaeological resources excavated, following all legal requirements, 
with the concurrence of State Historic Preservation Officer, and with the 
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 concurrence of the Indian tribes, but you didn’t support my decision, how 
would you handle the situation?” His response was: “I would do my best to 
make your life miserable, I would go home and write letters against you to 
your boss, the State, and everyone else I know.” I asked “Even though every-
one else agreed, we were following the law, procedures, the manuals, and the 
project was a public benefit?” “Yes,” he said. I said thanks for applying but 
told him that he was not right for this job. The job of the manager is to hire 
skilled staff who can work as a team.

My last position in a multiple-use agency was as a BLM State Archaeologist/
Native American Specialist. This was not an upward career ladder move; 
it was what is called a “lateral,” which meant I did not get a raise. This move 
came about partially because the person in the job had retired and a new 
manager had replaced my boss. The new fellow did not like my management 
style and the time I spent with local constituents. That happens. One can 
make the best of the changes by working with the change; or one can file 
grievances. I chose the former. Of course, it meant a disruption of family and 
friends. You might ask yourself if it is worth it or if you should simply resign 
and change careers. There is no crystal ball to look in for answers when your 
career changes directions.

I held the position for 10 years. During that time there were very signifi-
cant changes in the program. Regulations were modified, a new cultural 
resource specialist in Washington, DC, took the agency in a different direc-
tion, including agreeing to be the national “guinea pig” for alternate historic 
preservation procedures and developing a Preservation Board to oversee the 
national  program (United States Department of the Interior, Bureau of 
Land Management 1997). Managers were to become more involved and 
native peoples were to have better dialogues with the agency.

“It ain’t rocket science, folks”
The California State Director, when discussing the involvement of native 
 peoples in BLM decision making, required managers to document discussions 
with California’s over 100 federally recognized and 40 “State recognized” 
tribes. Training was devised to assist staff and managers in understanding how 
to work with tribal staff and the elected officials. Some of the managers and a 
number of the cultural staff did not like the direction and resisted being 
trained. The State Director’s comment was pretty direct: “This ain’t rocket 
science folks, it is working with people. It is your job, do it.” He was blunt 
about his expectations. Instead of working only with ranchers and oilmen, 
BLM had to work with people they were unfamiliar with, who sometimes 
spoke a different language, and who were often suspicious because of their 
history with the federal government.

Some past wrongs were made right. Under the Southern California Indian 
Transfer Act, which had been passed in the middle 1980s, we got lands sur-
veyed and added to nine recipient reservations. The Timbisha Homelands Act 
was implemented, where several thousand acres of public lands were transferred, 
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creating a reservation for the descendants of the Shoshone and Koso peoples; 
BLM provided some guidance, and the National Park Service provided critical 
support.

But projects affecting tribes were widespread on the public lands, and some 
of them had to be planned and reviewed on expedited schedules. Sometimes 
we could resolve the problems associated with such projects, despite tribal 
distrust and the stress created by shortened review periods; sometimes this 
required hiring skilled facilitators. In other cases, there was no middle ground 
to be reached between cultural resource interests and the plans of project 
 proponents.

Some projects defy common sense

It happens in many agencies, particularly in multiple-use agencies. Projects are 
proposed that will destroy everything in their landscape, and they are located 
on lands where issues have been known to exist for decades, sometimes for 
over a century. And the responsible land managing agency, due to laws and 
regulations under which they operate, must accept the proposal. These are 
often the toughest situations to deal with, personally and professionally.

In one of several cases I was involved in, a mining company wanted to 
develop an open-pit mine in a tribal sacred place. The applicant had origi-
nally indicated a willingness to compromise but when the tribes stated that 
they wanted something in exchange, the company became defensive. The 
local BLM management, including a former archaeologist, seemed support-
ive of the project and believed the tribes could be “making up” the fact that 
the area was significant. Management believed it was just politics. At one 
point I was told that I would be removed from the project because I was too 
“pro-Indian.” Of course, it did not happen; the State Director denied the 
project due to effects on the native peoples and their ability to practice their 
culture. Hearings were held and litigation took more than a decade to 
resolve. I had to be involved in the court case nearly a decade after the deci-
sion to deny the project was made. One of your responsibilities will be that 
you may always have to be legally involved in any action you had anything 
to do with. So, you will have to try to remember what happened and why, 
and testify to that in court.

South of the border, down Mexico way

In order to avoid some of the legal requirements for environmental protection 
in the United States, occasionally companies building linear projects like pipe-
lines choose routes from the United States into Mexico and back into the 
United States. One such project involved a gasoline pipeline running down 
the Colorado River from Arizona into Mexico and back into the United States 
near San Diego, California. Diligent cultural resources work was done in the 
United States, but once construction of the project began in Baja California, 
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little thought was given to cultural resources, even those in a park set aside for 
the purpose of preserving Mexico’s cultural and natural history. The archae-
ologists with Instituto Nacional de Antropologia y Historia (INAH) were 
chagrined with the destruction of their important resources. After several 
 telephone calls and meetings the BLM, for the first time in anyone’s memory, 
invoked enacted Section 402 of the National Historic Preservation Act, which 
directs US agencies to consider the effects of their undertakings on properties 
outside of the United States which are either World Heritage sites or on 
another nation’s equivalent of the US National Register. Instruction 
Memorandum 2002-226 was signed by the BLM Director instructing the 
local BLM managers to contact their counterpart officials in the adjoining 
country (Canada as well as Mexico) to alert them so that they “may appropri-
ately direct project-related activities and account for the project’s potential 
effects on significant cultural resources.” The directive served as a means 
of developing ongoing communication with counterpart agencies in our 
neighboring countries.

How To End a Federal Government Career

Sometimes fatigue sets in. You may get tired of the 16-hour days, seven days 
a week. You may not be tired of the job but you are tired of the repetitive 
assignment. Occasionally a new job will just fall into your lap, particularly 
another lateral assignment. I applied for jobs in Washington, DC, with the 
BLM, Forest Service, and National Park Service but never received anything 
but a short-term “detail.” For the last five years of my federal career, I had the 
opportunity to transfer from BLM to the Department of the Navy to work as 
the cultural resource lead at China Lake Naval Air Weapons Station. Unlike 
BLM and the Forest Service, the Navy is not a multiple-use agency; however, 
it is faced with many of the same issues as are the other agencies. The lands 
I was responsible for were loaded with archaeological sites.

The facility had a single position as archaeologist, Native American  specialist, 
paleontologist, and historic architect, all rolled into one. I was responsible for 
making sure that the Navy was in compliance with all relevant laws and regula-
tions. There was no facility to take care of recovered artifacts, and no cultural 
resource workforce. My responsibility was to attempt to develop such a facility 
and a volunteer staff to assist in operating it. Another responsibility was to 
work with the local Native American groups, some of whom were unhappy 
with the DON’s management of a sacred hot springs site for geothermal 
development. The Base had been created mostly out of public lands during 
World War II. Many Native Americans who were using the lands at the time, 
tending gardens and grazing horses, cattle, goats, and sheep, were removed.

Memories are long. Solutions are few. Lots of different groups are inter-
ested in a military base’s history. I found that key base legal personnel did not 
understand the cultural resource laws, thinking that in the interests of national 
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defense, the Navy did not need to consult with the State Historic Preservation 
Officer about most projects. To complicate my work, in the center of the base 
is a National Historic Landmark that contains incredible rock art resources, 
which have been isolated from the Native American community for over 
60 years while being subjected to recreational use. The challenges were 
 substantial but the uniformed Navy officials were fantastic to work with.

Issues were difficult to resolve due to a lack of staff – a problem we tried to 
address by creating a volunteer organization in which active duty and retired 
Naval personnel and other local residents could take part. Money was hard to 
get. Many proposals were written year after year but little money came to 
assist with the management issues related to cultural resources. But we had 
successes; we set up a facility to take care of archaeological collections; the 
volunteer group grew and became more proficient. We expanded the National 
Historic Landmark and established new controls on access to it. We helped 
some Native American tribes to access the base to harvest pinyon and to visit 
their old home sites. Finally I had had enough, though, and I retired.

So, if you are thinking about making a substantive career change during the 
last few years of a federal career, think very carefully about it and ask a lot of 
questions regarding your and the agency’s expectations, the agency’s program 
development and management, relationships with other agencies and outside 
parties like tribes, time at work vs. time away from work, professional develop-
ment, budget, and last, but one of the most important aspects of the program, 
the agency’s attitude toward its legal responsibilities. Will you have a satisfying 
job that meets your professional and personal goals? Think major changes in 
your career through carefully.

Suggestions for a Successful Federal Career 
in Cultural Resources

Learn the laws and terminology

However sophisticated your knowledge of archaeology (or history, architec-
ture, or other relevant disciplines) may be, in an agency you will be working 
with laws, regulations, and the terminology they spawn. You need to know 
them, how they work, how to use them. In the United States, for instance, the 
National Register of Historic Places (NRHP, or National Register, or just 
plain Register) was created by the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA). 
It was modeled after the British list of important sites. It is important to 
understand what and why it is. It is important to understand that it is a list of 
physical, usually on/in the ground, cultural resources that have been evalu-
ated on the local, state, or national level and listed in the NRHP, as if in a 
telephone directory, not on the NRHP as if on a sign. And it’s important to 
know that a place is eligible for the NRHP if it meets criteria published in 
National Park Service (NPS) regulations; it doesn’t become eligible only when 
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some authority (like the State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO)  determines 
it so. The NHPA also created the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation 
(ACHP, Advisory Council or Council) and included “Section 106” and 
“Section 110” giving direction to federal agencies. The ACHP’s  regulations – 
36 CFR 800 because they’re title 36, part 800 of the Code of Federal 
Regulations – lay out the “Section 106 process” that agencies are required to 
follow in planning their projects. Then there are the National Environmental 
Policy Act (NEPA), the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation 
Act (NAGPRA), the Archaeological Resources Protection Act (ARPA), and 
the American Indian Religious Freedom Act (AIRFA) – among others. You 
need to know not only that all these laws and regulations exist, but how 
they’re interpreted, and how to use them. The same principle applies to CRM 
practiced in government agencies elsewhere in the world; the specific rules are 
just different.

Understand that the laws are only as good 
as those who interpret them

Sometimes it makes absolutely no difference how well you do your job; some 
obstacles can be insurmountable. Just as all archaeologists are not made equal, 
all managers are not made equal either. Some are simply stupid and you will 
probably run into some of them. Here are a couple of examples of the kind of 
thing you might encounter:

On an eastern forest, a Forest Supervisor was unimpressed with his respon-
sibility to manage historic properties; he scoffed that the Forest Service 
 managed only Chevys, while the National Park Service managed the Cadillacs. 
During a land exchange project a round barn of 1700s vintage was transferred 
from private ownership into management by his forest, immediately making it 
subject to all the historic preservation laws. A paraprofessional in the fire pro-
gram told me that the Supervisor wanted to torch the barn to prevent having 
to manage it, and to give the fire crew needed training. I called the supervisor, 
mentioning that the SHPO had expressed particular pleasure over the acquisi-
tion because the barn was a rare resource. The supervisor responded that the 
USFS could not afford to manage the barn and that there were at least two 
others like it on state land. He acknowledged wanting to burn it. I reminded 
him that under the law he could not take any action until the building was 
evaluated and, if it was eligible for the NRHP, considered for preservation. 
He said he would consider this, but made no promises. I informed the Regional 
Forester who called him to make the same points. Late one Sunday afternoon 
I received a frantic phone call from the SHPO at my home, saying that the 
supervisor had ordered the barn to be torched and it was gone! I had a hard 
time believing it so I called the supervisor. He acknowledged what he had 
done, boasting about what a great training exercise it had been. I then called 
the Regional Forester, who was stunned. He sent me to the forest with a 
 message for the supervisor: “If it is true that you burned down the building, 
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you had better look for another job.” I delivered the message; the next day the 
gentleman was in a new job in Washington, DC, the building was gone, his 
career was in shambles, and the relationship with the SHPO had to be 
rebuilt.

In the West, OHV groups are powerful political entities. In one of its con-
servation areas BLM manages a 100-square-mile registered NRHP district. 
The district had not been fully surveyed but enough was known about what it 
contains to make it merit special management attention. It was designated as 
an Area of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC) due to Native American 
and scientific concerns. During planning for a proposed motorcycle race, 
archaeologists found that the race would run over and through several sites. 
Some contained rich midden soil with identifiable human remains. The archae-
ologists wrote their report and requested that the race be rerouted to avoid 
the archaeological sites. The OHV officials confronted the archaeologists and 
their manager and said they would not avoid the sites; they thought it was 
absolutely bogus that they could not conduct their event through the area. 
The manager tried to get the archaeologists to change their report and sent 
them back to find an acceptable route through the sites. They found one that 
avoided the sites by over 100 feet. The manager called the OHV group, which 
still refused to move the event. The manager refused to consult with the 
SHPO, who heard about it from other sources. The SHPO sent a letter sug-
gesting the race be rerouted. The manager made the decision that he would 
monitor the event and would place blankets over the midden site containing 
human remains because he had heard that blankets could be used to stop ero-
sion. The race happened, the manager was there with his blankets, the weather 
was rainy, the damage was done, but the rain eradicated any trace of the event. 
The manager felt vindicated. What can you do about such a manager? Very 
little, unless someone in the public domain is willing to document the damage 
and complain to his/her bosses or to elected officials.

“Some say I am a dreamer, but I am not the only one . . .” 
John Lennon (1974)

As a cultural resource manager your job is to work with things, laws,  processes, 
and people. Some people will instantly like you and you will like them. Others 
will hate you and you them, but you still have to work with them and do the 
best you can do. Communication is extremely important. This includes com-
munication with your peers, with people who have similar interests such as 
avocationals and amateurs, and people with whom you share no interests at 
all. You can learn from everyone, and if you put in the time and effort you can 
develop an outstanding program all your own.

CRM in a government agency is not an 8 hours per day, 5 days per week job. 
The work will eat up your spare time; for instance, if you want to develop a 
volunteer program (and you probably will; there is never enough money to hire 
all the help you need, and there are many willing volunteers) then you have to 
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be willing to give up some weekends, holidays, and evening hours. You will have 
to volunteer with your volunteers, and assist them with their favorite charities.

Time is something that you cannot get back; once gone it is gone forever. 
You will want to make the most effective use of any spare time, just like you 
would with spare change. In the end there is no such thing as spare time. 
If you dream of a creative life you need to focus on the fact that there is little 
difference between work and recreation; you will be working many hours 
developing your dreams.

After Your Federal Career Is Over – a Final Strategy

There may be many volunteer projects you would like to do, articles and 
books you would like to write or complete, networking to finish, or you can 
use the skills you have developed to advise tribes, agencies, or project propo-
nents on various aspects of cultural resource management. You can do this for 
free or for pay. You can hang up a shingle as a consultant or you can work for 
a CRM company. If you decide to do nothing for a while, remember that your 
government contacts are good for approximately three years. After that it will 
be difficult to locate those who can give you good references or assist you in 
finding a meaningful job. Part-time teaching is always an option. Whatever 
you do, make sure it is enjoyable and share your experiences with the next 
generation of cultural resource specialists.
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Making a Living 
in Private Sector 
Cultural Resource 
Management

Tom Lennon

CHAPTER 27

Oh, give me a home where the buffalo roam,
Where the deer and the antelope play:
Where seldom is heard a discouraging word,
And the skies are not cloudy all day.

Traditional cowboy song – author unknown

Introduction: Cloudy Skies

I have been roaming the western United States as a cultural resource 
 consultant since the late 1970s. As I look over the business terrain these 
days, I often see cloudy skies and find myself uttering some discouraging 
words. I usually have a positive attitude about all I do, yet my perception 
is changing with regard to my profession – and I don’t think it is related 
to my age. What is happening? I would like to take this opportunity to 
offer some observations and opinions, in an effort to spark substantive 
debate about the status of cultural resource management (CRM) today 
and to encourage cohesive planning for its future. It’s my hope that such 
discussion and any changes it produces may help attract a generation of 
professionals that will direct CRM beyond its current level to higher 
 standards and refinement.
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From the outset let me make one thing clear: yes, I have been able to make 
a living in CRM, by which I mean that, over time, I have worked my way into 
a position where my earnings contribute considerably to the support of my 
family. This means a lot to me, given that I have put four sons through college 
and two on through graduate school; this is part of the “living.” However, it 
has been a major struggle at times. I have been on unemployment more than 
once, I have nearly lost my business twice, and, among many other notewor-
thy hurdles, I have worked very intense hours over prolonged periods. As I 
approach my mid-60s, I become increasingly concerned about retirement-
related issues. At this time, I am willing and able – and need – to continue 
working well into the future.

What I am about to offer is not the proverbial “swan song” of someone 
leaving it all behind; it is a call to action for me and others to make the future 
brighter and more accessible to those who want the challenges, and the 
rewards, of a career in the consulting business aspect of this industry. While I 
may often refer to the field of archaeology in my comments and examples, I 
do not mean to imply that this is the sole focus of my practice. I am a strong 
proponent of a broad, inclusive approach to CRM that includes a wide range 
of specializations and expertise. My observations are based on my personal 
experience in the world of the small-business private consultant. I cannot ade-
quately address other cultural resource jobs/career paths such as those that 
involve government jobs. Moreover, my experience in private for-profit CRM 
has all been in the western United States. Though I think it is relevant to 
similar work elsewhere in the country and the world, I cannot be sure what 
limitations my geographic experience creates.

The Background Story

I came into the field of cultural resource management through the study of 
archaeology – not that such study prepared me for the profession; it was sim-
ply my doorway into the field. My path was one taken by many students in the 
United States since the late 1970s. I received a masters degree and PhD in 
anthropology. While in graduate school I needed to augment my income to 
survive, and the main source of available work for student archaeologists was 
through projects related to what were then coming to be called “culture 
resource” studies – work done to inform land management and development 
about impacts on archaeological and (in theory) other cultural resources, and 
to help “mitigate” such impacts.

It wasn’t long before I established a small business with other graduate stu-
dents; we spent our summers conducting field surveys for federal land manag-
ing agencies. The main objective was to identify, document, and evaluate 
archaeological sites. The proposal writing was educational; the introduction 
to federal and state regulations, a necessity; the fieldwork, exciting; and the 
report preparation, well, rather basic. Nevertheless, we threw ourselves into 
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this  process – there were no classes to attend, no institutional instruction or 
guidance offered. We were on our own and, as a consequence, occasionally 
confronted our colossal ignorance. While we may have muddled our way (at 
times successfully) over the proposal and budget-writing hurdles, the business 
end presented numerous unexpected problems – the least of which was dealing 
with the complexities of federal contracting. A far greater shock was being 
introduced to the basics of federal and state tax requirements by the tax collec-
tors themselves!

All of what I have learned about archaeology I owe primarily to the aca-
demic setting. For that I am grateful. But all of what I know about the field 
of cultural resource management was learned by doing. Life was filled with 
great challenges and opportunities – all equally welcome given the new 
regulatory world that was opening up. I moved on from involvement in a 
business partnership to establishing a corporation of which I eventually 
became sole owner. I was paid to provide advice, documentation, and opin-
ion pertaining to the cultural resource regulatory process (mainly related to 
the US National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and Section 106 of the 
National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) and to Native American (Indian 
tribal) issues). My clients were federal, state or municipal entities, and pri-
vate companies. My world was filled with marketing, banking, and employ-
ment issues, as well as archaeology, history, architecture, regulatory issues, 
and on and on.

In the years that have followed, years filled with a lot of hard work, much 
has changed in the practice of CRM consulting, including the emergence of 
federal and state infrastructures, empowerment of the regulatory and political 
processes, a proliferation of types of consulting services and organizations, 
formal courses and programs focusing on education in and the practice of 
cultural resource management, all contributing to the evolution of a multifac-
eted CRM industry. I participated in a very limited number of specialized 
two- or three-day programs that helped to broaden my understanding. Over 
time my relationships with peers in the CRM industry (particularly through 
the American Cultural Resource Association1) have deepened my understand-
ing of the nuances of regulatory issues, business matters, networking, and 
career development. I also have several mentors in this field that I have relied 
on for support and insight through the process of establishing myself as a 
 useful consultant.

At some point, the day-to-day work of a consultant became routine to me, 
and I began to say, “I can do this in my sleep.” Something was missing but I 
wasn’t sure what it was. My dilemma appeared to be a shift from the glow of 
untold possibility to a recognition that the reality I was living held little fur-
ther promise. My belief that what I was doing was important, indeed useful 
and relevant, waned over time. I began to see firsthand a variety of issues over 
which I had no control but that I knew were eroding the promise of my 
 profession. These included the varying levels of interest (or lack thereof ) 
among federal and state agencies in fulfilling their legal responsibilities, and 
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the  emergence of a cutthroat subset of consulting that focused on winning 
contracts first and on resources and legal requirements only as a distant  second. 
I observed the lack of connectivity between the needs of federal  cultural 
resource contracts and the available funding, the lack of adequate federal and 
state staffing and training to handle the emergence of cultural resource issues, 
the difference between the intent and practice of NEPA and NHPA, and, in 
many cases, the avoidance or manipulation of those mandates by federal agen-
cies and others. I recognized, too, the failure of colleges and universities to 
comprehend the need for programs to provide appropriate levels of education 
and training for student to enter this field. The list could go on.

As my awareness of these issues grew, my initial response was to attend classes 
providing detailed instruction and some insight into legal and regulatory proc-
esses. The classes were enlivening and held my attention for several years while 
I gathered a deeper regard for the nature and complexities inherent in the 
acronym CRM. I was able to place my years of experience within the frame-
work of the legal processes and wonder aloud about how some of what appears 
black and white in the classroom turns rather gray in the light of reality. It was 
clear that the regulations and processes were subject to misinterpretation, mis-
use, manipulation, and more. I found it exciting to contrast what I had learned 
on my own with what was being taught from a regulatory perspective.

However, my experience told me that things were not getting better, 
and my mood about the future remained compromised. This was not a 
mid-life crisis; it was a deep sense of personal concern about a field that I 
grown up in and was inextricably committed to. Where could I turn to 
address these issues? My first thought was to look to educational institu-
tions. For some time, I had been concerned with the quality of training 
and education that prospective employees were receiving both at universi-
ties and within the field. More to the point, I was disappointed with the 
level of competence they showed in many aspects of CRM. Certainly many 
had the technical skills to conduct certain aspects of archaeological field-
work, but most had little knowledge of the relevant regulatory processes 
and few displayed adequate abilities in analysis, writing, report prepara-
tion, and so on. Many appeared to have little interest in matters not related 
to archaeology, and specifically to its fieldwork component. For many, 
even if other aspects of a project engaged them, the emphasis was on doing 
archaeological fieldwork – this was (and still is) the content of a lot of 
CRM. What was missing was an understanding of the broader context, not 
just technical ability.

The Role of Academia

It is true that in recent years more colleges and universities have began to 
acknowledge, if not focus on, CRM in their curricula. For example, I recently 
read a promotional piece from a university which declared that, upon 
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 completion of its masters degree program with a focus on cultural resource 
 management, students will be “prepared and qualified to work as professional 
archaeologists at the level of principal investigator or manager for federal, 
state, or tribal agencies, non-profit organizations, private contracting compa-
nies, or as an independent contractor.” Implicit in this statement is that, with-
out much real-life experience, students will graduate prepared to function at a 
fairly sophisticated level of responsibility. In my opinion as a small business 
owner this is, at best, simply an overreach that innocently misunderstands 
what qualifications are really needed in this industry.

As an employer, I know that every year hundreds of students complete 
undergraduate and graduate educations in anthropology, archaeology, 
history, architecture, and a few other fields, and attempt to enter the cul-
tural resource management field with little to no useful preparation for either 
a job or a career. Many have borrowed significant funds and have expecta-
tions that a degree will open the door to a good position. Some find limited 
opportunities; some find bitter disappointment. In my experience, a masters 
degree does not mean that a person has the requisite training, skills, and 
maturity to be reliable in a given position. Most new MAs are not likely to be 
very familiar with the details of CRM outside of the basic field and reporting 
aspects directly tied to their graduate school program and/or seasonal 
employment.

For years I assumed that educational institutions would, sooner or later, 
provide students with the instruction and experience needed to enter CRM as 
a career. This assumption was fundamentally flawed; to this day there are only 
a handful of programs that focus on CRM and even those do not provide 
everything that is required. Most students will obtain an education in their 
particular chosen field (history, archaeology, architecture, etc.) but little to no 
understanding of CRM – even though most jobs and careers are to be found 
there. Many of those same students may even get summer employment with 
cultural resource firms while finishing their degrees, but still come away with 
little understanding of what the firms are really doing, or why.

My company provided a three-year fellowship to a very good university to 
attract a qualified candidate to pursue a combined anthropology Master of 
Arts (MA) and Master of Business Administration (MBA). The fellowship was 
awarded to a student with a strong background in CRM who been working 
for a small consulting business for a number of years. I hoped that this funding 
might stimulate institutional and departmental interest in providing more 
emphasis on preparing students for my world. No way. The university gladly 
accepted our money, and is awarding the degrees, but did nothing to build on 
it; our contribution had no catalyzing effect. But my initial assumption – that 
the university was indifferent to CRM and employment opportunities for its 
graduates – was wrong. Through conversations with faculty and the graduate 
student, I came to appreciate the complexity of adding more demands to an 
academic program. I also learned that obtaining a combined MA/MBA 
requires exceptional talent and drive.
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The CRM industry, now some 30-plus years old, has not been taken seri-
ously by mainstream academic and professional institutions. Very few  academic 
programs attempt to specialize in cultural resource management studies, and 
it is not likely that many more institutions will provide much financial support 
for similar programs. However, in recent years, some serious thought has been 
given by some of those schools to the influence of CRM on such critical 
 matters as jobs for graduates, the influence of regulatory processes, business 
and political issues, and Native American concerns.

In acknowledgment of this influence, the Society of American Archaeology 
(SAA) stated in 2008:

… there has been a growing awareness among archaelogists that today’s 
students, who may pursue a variety of career paths and even work in different 
sectors at various stages of their careers, require greater exposure to topics 
such as the nature of historic preservation law, working with descendant 
populations, interpreting archaeological findings for the pubic, curating 
archaeological collections, and preserving archaeological records. In short, 
our discipline has changed, the curriculum offered to those electing to pursue 
archaeology has also begun to change. (http://www.saa.org/Portals/0/
SAA/new/MAA.pdf )

The SAA also offered recommendations for a model curriculum for a mas-
ters degree in “Applied Archaeology,” which it described as: “… the applica-
tion of archaeological research and its results to address contemporary human 
problems, including (but not limited to) issues that involve cultural resource 
 management, heritage tourism and development, long-term modeling of 
human/environment dynamics, and public education aimed at awareness and 
stewardship of archaeological remains.”

The SAA provided opinions regarding the education of a cultural resource 
professional, suggesting that a program would require two year-long semi-
nars to cover the history of American historic preservation, an overview of 
laws and implementing regulations and standards, international cultural 
property laws, working with various publics, ethics (professional, anthropo-
logical, and business), document preparation, and collections management. 
In addition, the SAA mentioned elective courses focusing on a range of spe-
cialized topics, such as archaeological theory, research methods, areal stud-
ies, historic preservation issues, methods, and interactions with Native 
Americans. Emphasis was also placed on acquiring experience and the need 
for internships.

While I find the SAA statement somewhat encouraging, it does not deal 
with how/where to get the recommended education. These comments repre-
sent a serious, initial attempt to identify educational necessities at a fundamen-
tal level, but we (prospective employers and employees) must consider whether 
the potential for obtaining what we need through existing institutions is real 
or merely an illusion.
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The Role of Small Business

An incident at a training session I attended really catalyzed my reflection on 
what our industry faces. During the instructor’s explanation of a particular 
aspect of the regulatory process prescribed by the US government under 
Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act, a surprised voice called 
out from the back of the room, “Oh, so that’s why we are doing what we are 
doing!” I was shocked to see that the speaker was an employee of my own 
firm. I realized that I had assumed that everyone in my organization was 
 generally up to speed on the basics of the legal requirements under which we 
work, based on their own efforts – and that this assumption was wrong. 
I began to consider that unless my company mentored and trained employees, 
none would develop into the fullness of a mature career.

To adequately grow a business – large or small – skilled, motivated, profes-
sional employees are essential. The academic community cannot provide them. 
So I began to wonder: Can I create a training program within my small com-
pany to help in-house professionals deepen their skills and understanding of 
what a successful consulting business requires? I wanted to develop employees 
who could assume managerial responsibilities, on whom I could rely to repre-
sent all that we do.

I met with a well-known CRM expert to discuss how to plan such a pro-
gram. I framed my question as: “How do I develop competent project 
 managers?” His reply came in an instant: “What is your company’s definition 
of a project manager?” To my surprise, I struggled with my response. The 
more I said, the more I became mired in a huge list of qualities and tasks that 
seemed endless; there were so many topics that I felt needed to be covered.

Lacking a clear definition of what we wanted training to produce, we agreed 
to just get started by connecting with and reflecting on real-world projects. 
We would prepare studies of strategically selected CRM projects from around 
the country that illustrated a range of issues and complexities. We would sum-
marize each project and identify core issues. We would discuss both how they 
were handled and how they might have been handled differently. We would 
then use these examples to stimulate dialogue among my company’s employ-
ees regarding regulations, issues, methods, costs, alternatives, and so forth. 
It seemed to be such a wonderful approach – one that, over several years’ 
time, was sure to provide employees with specific information as well as a 
broad sense of the nuances in the theory and practice of CRM in the United 
States. We began, but then the project faltered, not for lack of interest but due 
to more pressing issues: time and money.

Now some years later, I must admit that I was dreaming. I can only work 
with employees to provide education, training, and personal attention to these 
issues that I hold as important to the viability of my firm within the confines of 
the time and money available. My long-term view of what is needed hasn’t 
changed much; I am still working with the question of just what a project man-
ager ought to know, do, and be, and I still hold that there is a real need for an 
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in-depth, in-house training program. However, that belief is mediated by the 
constraints of a business that is subject to economic forces mostly beyond my 
control, as well as the  inherent lack of cohesion and intent within the industry 
to deal directly with the need for specific professional development.

What Is a Project Manager?

Any job announcement, any request for proposal, any employment 
 application is – by default or design – a reflection of how this industry rep-
resents itself or is being represented. I began collecting advertisements for 
CRM Project Managers and Principal Investigators to see exactly what the 
industry was requiring. The best I found was a recent online job listing for 
a Project Manager position characterized as “mid-level” with a salary from 
US$75,000–90,000 per year. This is a quite attractive figure and, at first 
glance, certainly appears to offer quite a comfortable “living.” I do not 
believe that the numbers reflect what is generally offered; I expect that 
positions with the same qualifications profile may be offered with a much 
lower salary range. But for the sake of this discussion, what might be 
required to work successfully at the “mid-level” in CRM? Let’s look at 
some of the key qualifications required for such a position and reflect how 
one might obtain those qualifications, whether or not they will bring the 
financial reward you seek and provide enough income and support to 
 actually “make a living.”

As the title implies, a project manager in a small CRM consulting business 
manages projects – that is, jobs undertaken by the business to meet clients’ 
needs in CRM. Project Manager is a vital position with a range of responsi-
bilities and requisite experience. Such a position would generally include the 
following requirements, responsibilities, and qualifications, among others:

the ability to plan and oversee fieldwork projects, including coordination  ●

with client and regulatory agencies, background research, fieldwork, report 
preparation and maneuvering through regulatory review;
understanding of and experience with the relevant regulatory processes –  ●

in the United States these would be NEPA, NHPA, the Native American 
Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA), and other federal, 
state, and sometimes local laws and regulations, as well as how these legal 
authorities are interpreted by a variety of government;
direct participation in field studies including survey, testing, mitigation,  ●

monitoring and related activities for archaeologists; other types of studies 
for other disciplines;
staff and facilities coordination, training and maintenance; ●

financial management including budget development and review; ●

development of proposals and other documents; ●

marketing and client development; ●

fostering a healthy, safe, and effective work environment; ●
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maintaining adequate levels of education and experience in order to  ●

 perform functions for federal, state and municipal agencies that have such 
standards;
professional experience in specific geographic areas. ●

This is quite a list! Based on the employment qualifications listed above, a can-
didate must have skill in managing a project’s specific scope of work, project 
personnel, schedule, budget, and coordination with client and regulatory agen-
cies. Planning and oversight experience alone takes years to acquire. How 
would someone get the opportunities to develop such credentials? Where is 
the career path that would allow you to actually envision such a possibility – 
and to acquire the requisite skills and experience?

The CRM Industry: Where Are We Now?

I have heard or read unattributed assertions that CRM work generates up to 
a billion dollars in revenue in the United States. I assume this includes all fed-
eral, state, and commercial work. Since cultural resource issues must be dealt 
with in federal undertakings throughout the country, professionals have made 
their way into the staffing of large international and national firms and regula-
tory agencies as well as smaller regional and local companies. Within each 
element in our so-called industry, whether regulatory or consulting, there are 
variety of roles, responsibilities, and rationales for working with issues.

In the 1990s there were political efforts to limit the scope of federal impact 
review under the National Historic Preservation Act, and there is continuing 
political nibbling at the viability of the National Environmental Policy Act. 
These laws are the foundations for much of cultural resource management 
business as well as natural and other environmental resource management. 
These and other cultural and environmental laws are often represented as 
impediments to the flow of American industry and freedom. They are attacked 
as regulatory burdens borne by industry, adding to development costs and, 
ultimately, consumer costs. These complaints have been around for quite a 
while, yet the cultural resource industry has continued to expand.

Cultural resource consulting services are often sought by federal agencies in 
requests for proposals worth millions of dollars. Large corporations have become 
specialized in federal procurement since they have the corporate geographic 
coverage and staff to provide the requested services. However, some federal 
requests for proposals are only available for small businesses to respond to.

In the private sector there is no differentiation between small or large corpo-
rations when it comes to competing for contracts; however, there is a huge dif-
ference in getting opportunities to bid. Larger corporations have offices in most 
major cities within their marketing area and follow a marketing approach that is 
long-term and focused. Their marketing specialists track industries and develop 
networks of contracts over years, granting them a favorable position to be placed 
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on bidders’ lists and to demonstrate how their corporation can provide all or 
most of the services required. Large firms are very smart about creating strategic 
partnerships with their competitors at times to ensure that each of their compa-
nies can get a piece of the consulting action. This is just standard business as it 
is successfully practiced every day by large corporations in the United States.

Within this type of environment, small businesses must find ways to become 
part of a larger corporation’s team of sub-consultants if they wish to partici-
pate in larger projects. Otherwise, small cultural resource firms focus on more 
limited jobs within their geographic range, be it a city, state, or region. At this 
level, smaller companies tend to compete against one another for a piece of 
the consulting pie, sometimes undercutting each other with lower prices in 
order to win a job, almost at any cost.

Herein lies the dilemma inherent in making a living as a small business con-
sultant in the cultural resource industry. We, in essence, act out a business 
model that at times limits cooperation, and can support a tendency to adjust 
costs and methods in order to “win” work, which may subvert or dilute the 
professionalism of the field. Surely we are cordial with one another; yet it is 
my opinion that, at times, we are our own worst enemy. We are somewhat 
represented by various professional organizations, but how do we represent 
what we stand for as a profession and what we need in order to carry our work 
forward into another generation, to make our work useful to another genera-
tion? Our reality is a result of the momentum that we to one degree or another 
have created; we are responsible for the direction the industry is heading. 
At a minimum, we must take note of what has been set in motion and con-
sider ways of addressing deficiencies. Our bond is relatively superficial. Our 
intention to move forward by collectively defining our future is weak. If we 
keep this up we will soon have a more watered-down, weakened profession 
and very little work, ergo, no future and no living to be had.

Insurmountable Opportunities

Sometimes good questions provoke more good questions; our attention then 
gets directed to a deeper consideration of issues and complexities rather than 
to easy answers and “bons mots.” So here’s a particularly good one: Does the 
CRM industry care about its collective future? Do we care about how we par-
ticipate in and reflect the growth of CRM? We continue to grow, to be a part 
of the overall environmental regulatory and planning processes at interna-
tional, national, state/provincial, and local levels. The field is emerging and 
being shaped by many forces, but how well do we understand these forces? 
What control, if any, do we have over how CRM develops and how useful it is 
to the world and its people?

Academia needs support from the CRM industry to develop more useful 
and effective programs. I am not talking about having a CRM archaeologist 
show up for a two-hour talk every year or two. It is incumbent upon small 
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business consultants to get engaged so that institutions may open up to the 
realities of the field. Students also need to take responsibility to learn about 
CRM issues and demand more of their schools and employers. A masters 
degree cannot come with a promise of managerial proficiency or principal 
investigator status – those abilities and qualifications are earned, not just 
learned. It would be a great help to all participants in CRM if there were a 
clearer definition of the path(s) toward a career – one that actually was 
 anticipated and supported by all parties involved, including academia,  business, 
students, and regulatory agencies.

What else can be done to support career-oriented individuals? The SAA cur-
riculum model indicates a developing interest in the opportunities that CRM 
offers within the field of archaeology. A similar approach for all of the CRM 
disciplines should become the focus of the industry (or some interested ele-
ments within the industry). Our needs must be integrated with academia in 
order to establish mutually acknowledged career pathways that not only 
increase the student population but also provide for a measured professionali-
zation of this field. Institutional solutions take time to develop momentum, 
and although there are signs of interest, it seems that the industry itself must 
move beyond just making do with the way things are. We need to take leader-
ship in defining the future of this industry, defining what this profession can be 
and how to get there and stay there. This is a crucial – and missing –  element 
in any consideration of making a living in CRM.

Years ago, a comic-strip character wryly commented, “We are confronted 
with insurmountable opportunities.” This actually characterizes where we are 
today. At this point, many of the pioneers in the development of the industry 
are approaching retirement age (whether they like it or not). The ownership 
of many smaller companies will likely change hands in the next decade. While 
many small firms today get bought out and absorbed by larger ones, it is likely 
that in the near future the CRM industry will move away from reliance on a 
“big-box” approach. I think that clients will come to a greater appreciation of 
small, regional/multi-regional businesses because of the advantages they offer, 
including local and regional expertise, direct long-term relationships with 
state and federal agencies and staff, flexibility, and responsiveness. Small busi-
ness brings vitality to the marketplace and in the future can secure a more 
advantageous place within the industry as a whole.

As I see it, small businesses need to gather together to build a collective future, 
one not based on the fear of losing a job to a competitor. We must be willing to 
envision together a business future that will create and sustain common values 
and a common identity, creating a service-oriented business model that high-
lights the specific advantages that small businesses bring to the industry as a 
whole. We must define ourselves anew, developing a business context that estab-
lishes and actually supports high standards for education, training, innovative 
business development, and win–win–win networking. This will involve success-
fully working with a triad of interests (industry–public– government) to enhance 
the place of small business consulting within the CRM industry.
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Small business needs to make the most of what we provide: We can be flexible, 
adaptive, capable of negotiating various sizes of projects, and able to establish 
long-term relationships with local and regional publics and regulators. We 
must welcome new staff and train existing staff to represent the best of what 
we do and can offer. We as small businesses can promote our ability to work 
collectively with our larger corporate brethren, with government agencies, 
and with industries on local, regional, and national scales. In addition, we will 
have to make a strong commitment to making our consulting more efficient, 
effective, and creative. Our focus for decades seems to have been on the end 
product – another report leading to another project.

We are many things, archaeologists, historians, ethnographers, architects, 
etc., but we have been bound by our self-definition and its inherent limita-
tions that affect the way we are perceived and treated. For example, I am often 
asked to join in on a project meeting only to find out that such meetings have 
been going on for some months without my participation. I am frequently 
given a Gantt chart on which cultural resources (sometimes just labeled as 
“archaeology”) is #400 in the overall project plan, and I learn that all of the 
planning and much of the design of the project has already occurred. As I real-
ize (once again) that cultural resources are just an afterthought in many prime 
contractors’ minds, I am told that my work is now “critical path” and that my 
schedule is about to hold up the entire project. There I am, once again, hold-
ing the bag for the lack of planning about our work, the regulatory process, 
the inherent delays and complaints and inadequacies.

We must take upon ourselves the responsibility to prepare our businesses, 
employees, and future employees to work within an open-planning 
environment – one that brings our work, our values, and our perspective into 
the overall project planning and design phases at the beginning of the process. 
This may mean taking a stand with a proponent, with a prime contractor, with 
a government agency, establishing the need for our part of the project to have 
its place at the table and be represented by us, by our companies. We must be 
clear about the benefits of our presence, representing what needs to be said in 
our words. The planning process must become more inclusive of CRM issues, 
not exclusive.

A Growing Sense of Urgency

I believe that we are in the process of a chronic decline – both in the value of 
our industry to the public and in the quality of the services we provide. We are 
at a crossroads and there are consequences to consider. One choice is to con-
tinue to surround ourselves with the status quo of commerce with no  common 
interest in the future of CRM; the other, to view CRM as unlimited opportu-
nity accompanied by shared issues, problems, and solutions. By not working 
collectively we leave the future of our profession and our industry completely 
to the influence of unrestricted business and political forces. By identifying 
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shared interests and shared problems, we have the opportunity to control the 
development of the CRM industry and to engage in the creation of a new 
generation of CRM professionals. We need to look at what our real interests 
and concerns are, and identify and support the means to develop and sustain 
these interests for the long term. Is there common interest in improving the 
quality of our professional life, in recognizing the value of our education and 
our work experience?

What is at stake here is vitally important. We have problems – and they are 
shared problems whether or not we recognize them as such. Our professional 
lives have been stitched together by education, hard work, and circumstance, 
even though we have no clear professional standards by which to measure our 
experience and facility in the world of CRM and no clear framework to 
validate our contribution and place in the consulting world. We limit our 
usefulness and our future by attitudes and business models that emphasize 
self-interest and competition over more cooperative models that may offer 
mutual gains.

I recently attended a fascinating lecture by Robert L. Kelly of the University 
of Wyoming entitled “A Prehistoric Future: Searching for Meaning in Human 
Antiquity.” What made his talk so memorable was the emphasis he placed on 
the changes in human organization that integrate competitive forces into a 
more cooperative process:

Those who study evolution know that acts of altruism and cooperation often 
arise because they are beneficial to the competitive process. We cooperate to 
compete – it’s what alliances are all about. But we may have reached a tipping 
point, where we will compete at cooperation. We can see this happening in global 
efforts to rectify environmental problems, to promote green technologies and 
fair trade, and to decide when human rights supersede a nation’s sovereignty. If 
cooperation takes over from competition, it will change the nature of the 
evolutionary process, and that will be really different. And not a bad thing.

Kelly captures the possibility confronting us, for inherent in cooperation is 
mutual value, the classic win–win as opposed to the tendency for competi-
tion to support a victor in a win–lose strategy. Collectively, as professionals, 
we can choose to enhance our lives and careers by joining together to estab-
lish a mutual self-interest and seek the benefits of cooperative strategies. Key 
to moving into a dialogue would be a consideration of what it means to 
cooperate – and what it may mean to “compete at cooperation.”

Compete at Cooperation: A Proposal

I don’t recall ever having had the opportunity to discuss or consider the future 
of CRM. As individuals we may take part in professional organizations that 
heighten awareness of our roles within the academic and regulatory spheres, 
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yet when have we considered taking responsibility for a collective future? Now 
is the time. The welfare of our industry may depend on our clear and present 
ability to define a new way of working and of working together. We must rec-
ognize the need for change and then commit to collaborate in order to create 
and facilitate such change. This can only be accomplished by a concerted 
effort to develop group cohesion and a refined common purpose.

The CRM field involves a variety of consulting businesses, differing both in 
type and size. Let’s face it – within our field there are varied and powerful 
interests exhibiting different dynamics, missions, and relationships. But 
although we may have diverse views and interests we are not adversaries. We 
are used to working in systematic, organized ways, and – if we can recognize 
the critical importance of doing so – are probably interested in finding work-
able solutions to CRM issues. I believe that we have not established a forum 
that would represent our professional interests because we have yet to con-
sider the value of such an approach. I recommend that those who are inter-
ested, whether small business or large, individual or corporation, gather to 
plan for the future of CRM.

What could we bring to such a consideration? Initially, just what is affecting 
us: our personal and business interests, relationships, value differences, infor-
mation problems, structural problems, and political issues. We all have our 
positions and attitudes. However, we could still agree to engage in an open-
minded, problem-solving process that is responsible and respectful. Let’s look 
directly at the problems we face today, identify and prioritize common inter-
ests and options, and create objective standards for CRM professionals. The 
goal is to establish a collaborative intention and a commitment to mutual suc-
cess in our diverse industry.

I am urging the creation of a focus group that would begin to engage this 
process. Together we can assess the benefits of establishing professional stand-
ards, a common commitment to solutions, and a framework for sustainable 
collaborative working relationships. Our industry must move toward defining 
a strong identity. We must take an active role in lessening conflicts due to 
lengthy planning processes, delays, and reactivity to CRM issues. We need to 
establish a deep dialogue in order to find that common voice – and to create 
leadership, cohesiveness, and collaboration.

Further, I recommend that we create an organization that will promote the 
professionalization of our field. Many professions establish their long-term 
vitality and usefulness in the marketplace by having an industry organization 
that establishes education and experience requirements, provides for training 
and education to help employees to gain or supplement knowledge in order 
to remain current in their practices. Such an institution could provide a focused 
forum to discuss, review, and critique pertinent issues. And such an institution 
could provide recognition for those who have gained in-depth knowledge, 
experience, and leadership skills in the field of CRM.

As I described earlier, there is no clear established career path in CRM. In 
addition, there is no process for establishing and monitoring credentials to 
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reflect the level of our skills and abilities over time. We lack the definitive  criteria 
that would define and protect the quality and intent of our profession. The 
American Planning Association (APA) defines a profession as: “… an occupa-
tion requiring the mastery of a complex body of knowledge and specialized 
skills through a combination of formal education and practical experience, with 
its primary orientation to the community interest rather than to individual self-
interest, and having a code of ethics” (http://www.planning.org/onthejob/
index.htm). How can a person working in CRM establish him- or herself as a 
real “professional”? How can clients know that they are working with real pro-
fessionals? Can we agree on what constitute professional CRM activities in a 
meaningful way, one that would allow us to demonstrate the depth of our 
practice and experience? Could we highlight and categorize our skills and 
knowledge in a manner relevant to the broader issues in our industry?

I am calling for the development of a non-profit institution to generate and 
implement plans and policies, institute criteria for evaluating capabilities within 
a range of CRM areas, and negotiate and enforce rules of professional con-
duct. Such an entity would provide a mechanism for establishing standards for 
professional credentials and professional development, such as training, men-
toring, and continuing education. I believe that several existing institutions in 
the United States – the National Preservation Institute and the American 
Cultural Resource Association, for example – might recognize the value of 
this process and aid in fostering its creation.

It is time to get serious and organized, to accept the responsibility for what 
we have created and make it better for ourselves, our businesses, our clients, 
the public, regulatory agencies, and, most importantly, for those who wish to 
enter into this industry and become effective and successful professional con-
sultants. This undertaking requires a common vision, which may sound sim-
ple but will not be easy. Some will be adverse to such a process given attitudes 
toward change and uncertainty, others may advocate for particular interests, 
and so forth – yet what is being called for is recognition of the necessity to 
really work together, to maintain trust, and to establish clear purpose and 
goals for our future.

An Encouraging Word

We can learn to cooperate. We can learn how to raise the bar on standards of 
communication and performance. We must also learn how to implement and 
sustain these lessons. I am proposing that interested individuals and compa-
nies create a new institution that would provide nationwide leadership in the 
certification of cultural resource professionals, in CRM education, and in 
establishing standards of practice. A path through various levels of certifica-
tion would require demonstration of a commitment to high standards as well 
as mastery of a range of CRM practices. There would be requirements for 
education and experience, perhaps elements of professional development such 
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as continuing education and even a comprehensive exam to become a certified 
cultural resource planner.

This concept intrigues me because it can encompass so much of what is 
needed in order to guide CRM to a more permanent and professional stature, 
and can also establish a means to recognize certain levels of professional abili-
ties and skills as one’s career develops. In addition, it will provide a framework 
to welcome students and beginning professionals into an organization that 
represents and promotes a broader perspective on the industry. In competing 
to cooperate, we will join together to promote our common interests and 
common vision for a sustainable CRM future.

Note

1 A US trade group that advocates the interests of CRM professionals in the private 
sector; see http://acra-crm.org/
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CHAPTER 28

Introduction

Historic resources are integral parts of the built environment and from that 
perspective, their presence affects everyone. Everyone lives in a city, a town, a 
suburb, or a rural setting, and everyone is affected by the physical world 
around them. Our history and culture are embodied in this physical world, 
which inevitably traces the passage of time. It is our collective heritage.

The entire built environment and more – buildings and structures, 
 landscapes, neighborhoods, and other places – has potential to be historic, so 
how do we frame the question, “What is an historic resource?” Answers can 
come from many perspectives. Professionals or aspiring professionals may have 
one answer, as seen through their disciplinary training. Community members 
may have another, when they articulate what is meaningful to them and how 
they feel about the places they live, recreate, and work. Academics may have 
yet another, based on their knowledge of architectural history, urban history, 
and the other disciplines that bring to light and articulate our collective heritage. 
Government officials may have yet another answer, as they weigh and balance 
the advice of professionals and the desires of a community, and make their way 
through the regulations they are charged with implementing. So how do we 
get a grasp on how to look at and place value on the historic environment, 
including the built environment that surrounds us?
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The US National Park Service, part of the Department of the Interior, has 
established a framework for looking at the historic environment. It sets out 
questions to ask of possible historic resources and a process for answering 
them. It defines resource types, sets out parameters for acceptable levels of 
integrity, and suggests appropriate themes and “age” restrictions. It even pro-
vides a list of what are not acceptable resources, and under what circumstances 
(called “criteria considerations”). It has also developed the Secretary of the 
Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties, to encourage 
the sensitive treatment of the historic built environment when changes are 
contemplated.

In the following pages we will look at how we classify the built environment 
following US National Park Service direction. We will then discuss how our 
approaches to resource classification have evolved in the past few years. With 
this as a basis, we will examine how governments at different levels in the 
United States integrate preservation of the historic built environment into 
their land use and development planning.

Defining Historic Built Resources

The US National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 defines historic resources 
(or historic properties) as buildings, structures, objects, sites, and districts 
included in or eligible for inclusion in the National Register of Historic Places. 
The National Register defines an historic property as a district, site, building, 
structure, or object significant in American history, architecture, engineering, 
archaeology, and culture (Derry 1985:2). Other chapters in this volume deal 
with landscapes, various kinds of archaeological sites, and a variety of other 
place-types. This chapter focuses on historic resources that are entirely or partly 
built by people – buildings and structures, constructed objects, designed and 
constructed landscapes, districts made up of multiple buildings,  structures, and 
objects and the land around and between them – which we’ll call historic built 
resource or historic resources. The historic built environment has traditionally 
been dealt with in somewhat different ways than historic environments in 
which buildings do not exist or are incidental, and their management involves 
special issues and approaches.

The key difference between historic built resources and other elements of 
the environment that fall under the rubric of “Cultural Resource” – such as 
archaeological sites and culturally important natural resources – is that historic 
built resources must convey their significance to the viewer. Architects often 
refer to the ability to perceive such significance as being able to “read” a 
building. In other words, the qualities that associate the resources with their 
history, with particular people, or embody their architectural or design sig-
nificance must be visible and apparent to the observer, albeit at times the 
educated observer. This fundamental quality guides all aspects of practice in 
managing the historic built environment.
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The following is a brief discussion of the categories of resource types as 
established by the National Park Service. For complete definitions see National 
Park Service Bulletin 15, How to Apply the National Register Criteria for 
Evaluation (National Park Service 1997a).

Buildings. Most people think of buildings or districts made up of buildings 
when they think of historic built resources. A building is defined as “being 
created to shelter any form of human activity” by the National Park Service. 
The Park Service admonishes that a building must include all its basic charac-
ter-defining features (those elements considered most important to the build-
ing or other resource) to be eligible for listing on the National Register of 
Historic Places. They continue: “the whole building must be considered, and 
its significant features must be identified.” We would do well to remember 
this when only building façades are preserved, with completely new structures 
behind them, in the name of historic preservation!

Structures are the second component of the built environment recognized 
as historic resources. Structures differ from buildings in that they are not 
designed to shelter human beings. Some of the most common examples of 
structures are bridges and other engineering structures. Even mobile resources 
such as boats, aircraft, and automobiles are considered structures. Linear 
resources, which can include roadways, trails, railroad tracks, aqueducts, 
 irrigation systems, and canals, are a part of this category and have their own 
distinctive characteristics (see Chapter 19).

Objects comprise the third category of historic resources addressed by the 
National Park Service. Objects may include monuments, sculpture, or land-
scape elements such as a fountain. An object that is considered eligible for 
listing on the National Register is typically located in the setting or environ-
ment appropriate to its use, roles, or character (National Park Service 
1997a:5). Since objects are often part of a larger environment, consideration 
should also be given to evaluating the site and including the object as an 
 element within it.

Sites. “Site” is a very broad category in the eyes of the National Park Service. 
It is defined as “the location of a significant event, a prehistoric or historic 
occupation or activity, or a building or structure, whether standing, ruined, or 
vanished, where the location itself possesses historic, cultural, or archaeo-
logical value regardless of the value of any existing structure” (National 
Park Service 1997a:5). Examples of a site that may be defined as such by a 
historian include a natural landscape marked by evidence of a specific human 
activity, such as a battlefield or rural historic landscape, or a designed land-
scape, such as a cemetery. A site is often a property under one ownership, 
whether public or private. (Note that the word site is used here to also refer 
to the spatial characteristics and setting of a built environment resource. 
Archaeological sites, cultural landscapes, and culturally important natural 
resources are  discussed in other chapters.)

Districts. The last category of resources offered by the National Park Service 
is the district. A district can be made up of one (typically large) property 
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with multiple resource types, or a geographically defined area with multiple 
properties, such as a neighborhood. As defined by the Park Service, a district 
“derives its importance by being a unified entity,” and is united by theme 
and/or visual coherence. In the instance of a district within one property, 
it is often characterized by its historic land use. In the instance of multiple 
properties, it can be characterized by a specific period of development; by an 
architectural style, which is of course related to the period of development; 
by certain building types, often related to land use; or other themes. It may 
also be related by development patterns, whether rural, suburban, or urban. 
Lastly, a district may exhibit multiple types of historic and other resources 
such as, for example, buildings, structures, and  archaeological sites.

Evolving Trends in Historic Resource Management

Over time the historic preservation profession has evolved away from its  earlier 
patrimony, which primarily recognized important buildings associated with 
important (usually male) persons.

There is a general trend toward looking at historic resources within their 
physical context and setting. This way of looking at and analyzing historic 
resources relates more closely to how they are experienced, assigning value to 
the experiential qualities of a place. Using a cultural landscape framework to 
analyze a place, for example, places equal weight on the physical characteristics 
of a place and on how it is used. It places elements of the built environment 
within their larger context, as just one aspect of the landscape. Placing value 
on ordinary environments and places associated with ethnic and other minor-
ity groups is another emerging way of looking at the built environment. 
Consideration of mid-century modern and recent past resources is another 
important development, as 1960 “becomes the new 50.”

Landscapes

Historic landscapes are usually classified as sites or districts. Historic land-
scapes as studied and evaluated by historians (as distinct from archaeologists) 
are those sites or districts that in some respect show the hand of man. Examples 
include rural historic landscapes, which have typically evolved over a period of 
time, and may include multiple properties, but share a geographic setting, 
features, and an historical narrative, often because of a common period of 
development. The National Park Service defines a rural historic landscape as 
“a geographical area that historically has been used by people, or shaped or 
modified by human activity, occupancy, or intervention, and that possesses a 
significant concentration, linkage, or continuity of areas of land use, vegeta-
tion, buildings and structures, roads and waterways, and natural features 
(McClelland et al., 1989:1). Historic landscapes may include buildings, 
 structures, objects, and even archaeological sites.
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Additional examples of historic landscapes include designed landscapes such as 
a park, a garden, or a cemetery. A designed historic landscape may also include 
buildings, structures, and objects. It will typically display formal design qualities, 
planned in advance, and executed over a period of time. It may be recognized for 
its designer or designers, for its importance in local history, its association with a 
person important in local history, such as a benefactor, or for its design values. It 
may possess outstanding design qualities, as does New York’s Central Park, or be 
associated with an important designer, such as Frederick Law Olmstead.

The broader term “cultural landscape” is used to embrace both built and non-
built resources having cultural value. Such a landscape is defined as “a geographic 
area, including both cultural and natural resources and the wildlife or domestic 
animals therein, associated with an historic event, activity, or person or exhibiting 
other cultural or aesthetic values,” and is a term that refers both to a type of 
resource and method of analysis (Birnbaum 1996). Cultural landscapes are inclu-
sively defined by The Cultural Landscape Foundation as comprising designed 
landscapes, vernacular landscapes, historic sites, and ethnographic landscapes. 
Many (but not all) cultural landscapes comprise or contain built elements, as may 
be seen in “grand estates, farmlands, public gardens and parks, college campuses, 
cemeteries, scenic highways, and industrial sites.” (http://tclf.org/landscapes/
what-are-cultural-landscapes). The growing interest in this way of looking at the 
built environment reflects recognition of the importance of the larger, experien-
tial environment and its complexity. It typically requires the involvement of more 
than one type of cultural resource professional, due to the broad variety of 
resources that may be found within a cultural landscape setting.

The consideration of linear resources such as roads, parkways, and trails is 
another way of looking at the landscape in a more holistic way, and defining 
this resource type as a special component within it. Linear resources, how-
ever, are a special category with their own distinctive characteristics. They 
may be characterized by movement systems, function, landscape design, or 
structural design. The category includes resources such as a canal or irriga-
tion system that may be important for their association with the settlement 
or economic development or the ethnic history of an area. These types of 
resources may also be important for their association with a local figure such 
as the benefactor and industrialist Claude Spreckles, who was responsible for 
bringing irrigation to the Central Valley of California. The Arroyo Parkway 
east of Los Angeles is an example of an historic roadway that is listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places. Trails can have a particularly rich history, 
as they tend to be used and reused as routes, and may also be associated with 
significant archaeological sites. A linear resource or feature is typically evalu-
ated as a structure, but can also be a site or district (see Chapter 19).

Vernacular architecture

Over time, we have come to recognize that the “ordinary” can be just as 
 valuable in historic and cultural terms as the “extraordinary.” Vernacular 
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buildings are increasingly recognized as an important part of our collective 
built history. Vernacular architecture is defined as “Architecture that makes 
use of common regional forms and materials at a particular place and time . . .”. 
It is also characterized as “modest, unassuming, and unpretentious” (Harris 
1998:350). While the built environment has become increasingly standard-
ized over the course of the past 100 years or so, regional differences still exist, 
based on differences in climate, esthetic taste, development patterns, building 
practices, government regulations, and the presence of particular individuals 
and/or groups that influence local design practice. This architectural category 
allows for recognition of those differences.

Historic residential suburbs, which are typically districts, are another resource 
type that is increasingly recognized as an important historic resource. Suburbs 
may be composed of vernacular or high-style buildings. Historic residential 
suburbs as a resource type focus on the process of community planning and 
design through land subdivision, as seen on the urban landscape. The result-
ing development patterns are considered design of the land on a large scale, 
and are an integral component of the built environment. Site design for indi-
vidual properties is additionally considered as important as the design of build-
ings and smaller-scale features. Historic residential suburbs are defined as 
“historic districts comprised of sites (including the overall plan, house lots, 
and community spaces), buildings (primarily houses), structures (including 
walls, fences, streets and roads both serving the suburb and connecting it to 
corridors leading to the larger metropolitan area), and objects (signs, foun-
tains, statuary, etc.)” (Ames 2002).

Contexts and themed nominations

The development of historic context statements and the nomination of 
 discontiguous historic resources, called Multiple Property Submissions, are 
also emerging ways of recognizing and managing historic built resources. 
Context statements are being developed independent of survey and nomina-
tion processes. These context statements provide the background needed to 
understand a built environment resource and may allow for prioritizing future 
planning and survey processes. Developing a stand-alone context statement 
allows agencies and communities to develop an understanding of their 
resources before undertaking expensive and time-consuming surveys and 
nominations. A current example is the development of context statements 
(with and without surveys) for mid-century modern and recent past resources. 
Mid-century resources are so numerous in the United States that many agen-
cies and communities are developing contexts as a first step in getting a grasp 
on their post World War II-era resources. Examples are the cities of Pasadena 
and San Diego and the states of Montana and Michigan. The County of 
Monterey is developing an historic context statement for their agricultural 
resources, particularly those associated with specific ethnic groups, in which 
they will also define building types associated with the identified themes.
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A related way of looking at and managing the historic built environment is 
through the use of Multiple Property Submissions (MPS), an alternative type 
of listing for the National Register. This nomination process, which represents 
about one-third of the listings on the National Register of Historic Places 
today, looks at resources that are united by theme and time, rather than 
 geographic location per se (Lee and McClelland 1999). In other words, 
resources nominated through this process can be discontiguous. Historic con-
texts are developed, and property types defined, and registration criteria often 
developed for the inclusion of additional properties in the future. This process 
is a means by which historic contexts can be used for preservation planning 
purposes, allowing resources within a geographic area to be compared and 
their survey and nomination undertaken in a phased way.

Evaluating Historic Resources

Any system for preserving aspects of the historic built environment requires 
some method of evaluating what is historically, culturally, and architecturally 
significant and what is not. In the United States, such methods usually are 
tied to the criteria of eligibility for the National Register of Historic Places. 
There are four criteria, three of which are routinely applied to historic built 
environment resources. Meeting any one of the criteria and possessing integ-
rity  (discussed below) is usually sufficient to qualify a building or structure 
for inclusion in the National Register or a state or local equivalent. These 
criteria are:

Criterion A: properties that are associated with events that have made a signifi-
cant contribution to the broad patterns of our history;

Criterion B: properties that are associated with the lives of persons significant 
in our past;

Criterion C: properties that embody the distinctive characteristics of a 
type, period, or method of construction, or that represent the work of a 
master, or that possess high artistic values, or that represent a significant 
and distinguishable entity whose components may lack individual dis-
tinction; and

Criterion D: properties that have yielded, or may be likely to yield, informa-
tion important in prehistory or history. This last criterion is typically applied 
to archaeological sites, though of course a building or structure may also 
yield such information.

Even when states craft their own criteria to determine whether resources are 
eligible for listing on state registers, they are typically similar to the National 
Register criteria. For example, the State of California uses what they call 
Eligibility Criteria to determine whether resources are historic, which is impor-
tant for environmental compliance as well as preservation planning purposes. 
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The criteria read as follows (note that just as in the National Register criteria, 
the fourth criterion typically applies to archaeological resources):

Criterion 1: It is associated with events that have made a significant contribu-
tion to the broad patterns of local or regional history, or the cultural heritage 
of California or the United States;

Criterion 2: It is associated with the lives of persons important to local, 
California, or national history;

Criterion 3: It embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, region, 
or method of construction, or represents the work of a master, or possesses 
high artistic values;

Criterion 4: It has yielded, or has the potential to yield, information important 
to the prehistory or history of the local area, California, or the nation. 
(California Office of Historic Preservation 2006:1).

Local agencies may also craft their own criteria that respond to their own 
needs for evaluating and preserving historic resources. The City of Seattle, 
Washington, in addition to criteria based on the National Register Criteria, also 
specifies that a local landmark is significant when, “Because of its prominence of 
spatial location, contrasts of siting, age, or scale, it is an easily identifiable visual 
feature of its neighborhood or the city and contributes to the distinctive quality 
or identity of such neighborhood or the City” (Seattle Landmarks Preservation 
Ordinance, SMC 25.12.350). In the City of Portland, Oregon, three out of 
twelve criteria must be met in order to list a building or district on the local 
register. These criteria expand on National Register  criteria by also addressing 
urban design qualities, symbolic potential, and the value of disappearing 
resources (Title 33, Planning and Zoning, Chapter 33.846, Historic Reviews).

Preservation practitioners apply the National Register criteria when nominat-
ing a resource for inclusion in the National Register or evaluating it for other 
planning purposes. Applying the criteria can involve the application of consider-
able professional judgment and expertise. The application of any one of the 
criteria, however, requires the development of an historic context that substanti-
ates and explains the significance of the resource with respect to important 
themes and other associations and often in comparison to other like resources. 
Possible associations (as well as a discussion of integrity) are  discussed below.

Association with events (Criterion A)

To assess whether a property meets Criterion A, an historic context is often 
prepared that outlines themes in local, state, or national history with which 
properties may be associated – typically events, series of events or activities, or 
patterns of an area’s development (National Park Service 1997a:7). This infor-
mation is organized in a way that clarifies and supports the value of the resource. 
Depending on the nature of the resource, there may be more than one theme 
or the theme may be repeated over more than one period of time. For example, 
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a period of significance for a building or a district may encompass different 
periods of development associated with periods of ownership, or different land 
or building uses. A farmstead might be associated with more than one period 
of ownership, or may display different methods of cultivation or be associated 
with different crops over time, which may in turn link it to the economic devel-
opment of a region. A building’s use within the historic period might encom-
pass an initial period of settlements and also a later period of commercial 
expansion, for instance. In other words, there may be more than one period of 
significance and/or more than one area of significance for the resource.

The same might be said of a district. Regardless of the context, the purpose 
of a discussion of historic themes is to explain why that particular resource is 
important in local or state or national history. Additional background informa-
tion should be included only insofar as it helps explain how that resource’s 
physical appearance and setting relates to patterns of local history. For example, 
the Native American history of the region would probably not be relevant to 
the significance of a late nineteenth-century commercial main street. Platting 
patterns established by early settlers, however, and trends in early commercial 
development that explained how buildings were built and used, would be rel-
evant. Larger themes associated with changing patterns of economic develop-
ment might also be relevant if they explained changes in a building’s appearance 
or changes in the district within which the building is located.

Association with people (Criterion B)

A building or other resource might also be important for its association with 
the life of a person important in local, state, or national history. This is often a 
more difficult criterion to address than the criteria associated with events or 
design. A resource must under most circumstances be associated with a person 
during the time that the person made their contribution to history and it must 
appear as it did, to a large extent, at the time that they were associated with it. 
A rule of thumb is that the person coming back today and regarding the build-
ing must be able to recognize it as the place where they spent a significant 
amount of time, during that important part of their career in which they made 
their significant contribution. In other words, it is not enough, under ordinary 
circumstances, that George Washington slept there, although this is often used 
as a shorthand way of stating what the criterion is about. It is best not to 
evaluate a resource under this criterion if a strong case cannot be made.

Design associations (Criterion C)

The third criterion for evaluating and nominating an historic resource for 
listing on the National Register is Criterion C, association with the design 
qualities of the resource. A context statement developed for this criterion 
might address the building type, the building style, its construction method 
or materials, and/or the architect, builder, engineer, and others associated 
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with its development. This is where it can be relevant to discuss the history, 
development, and sources of a particular building style or type, or the way in 
which it was interpreted in a particular setting or by a particular architect or 
designer. The last portion of National Register Criteria C, “[Properties 
that] . . . represent a significant and distinguishable entity whose components 
may lack individual distinction,” provides an opportunity to talk about ordi-
nary environments, including landscapes and vernacular buildings as they 
occur in districts.

Criteria considerations

Certain property types are excluded from listing on the National Register 
except under specific circumstances. These include cemeteries, birthplaces, or 
graves of historical figures, properties owned by religious institutions or used 
for religious purposes, structures that have been moved from their original 
locations, reconstructed historic buildings, properties that are primarily com-
memorative in nature, and properties that have achieved significance within the 
past 50 years (National Park Service 1997a). Additional information about the 
criteria considerations and when they come into play can be found in National 
Park Service Bulletin 15, How to Apply the National Register Criteria for 
Evaluation (National Park Service 1997a). States and local agencies, however, 
can develop their own criteria for listing, thereby allowing properties excluded 
from listing on the National Register to be afforded some measure of protec-
tion. An example is a provision in the state of California that allows a property 
to be moved, under certain circumstances, and still retain its historic signifi-
cance, whereas this is only rarely the case for National Register properties.

Integrity

In addition to meeting one or more of the Evaluation Criteria, in order to be 
listed on the National Register of Historic Places an historic resource must main-
tain integrity, or its ability to convey its significance. A resource must maintain 
most of the aspects of integrity, and should maintain those aspects of integrity 
most relevant to its significance. For example, a resource significant for its design 
qualities, as a good representation of a particular style, should retain the aspect 
of design and feeling. An historic structure such as a particular kind of bridge 
would likely maintain the aspects of materials and workmanship. A resource 
important for its historic associations, rather than design, might be able to retain 
slightly less design integrity and still be considered an historic resource.

The aspects of integrity are defined as follows:

Location ●  is the place where the historic property was constructed or the 
place where the historic event occurred.
Design ●  is the combination of elements that create the form, plan, space, 
structure, and style of a property.
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Setting ●  is the physical environment of a historic property.
Materials ●  are the physical elements that were combined or deposited 
 during a particular period of time and in a particular pattern or configura-
tion to form a historic property.
Workmanship ●  is the physical evidence of the crafts of a particular culture or 
people during any given period in history or prehistory.
Feeling ●  is a property’s expression of the aesthetic or historic sense of a 
 particular period of time.
Association ●  is the direct link between an important historic event or person 
and a historic property. (National Park Service 1997a:45)

Planning Processes

Faced with such a diversity of historic built resources, so many reasons they 
may be significant, and the need to balance interest in their preservation with 
other public interests, it makes sense for all levels of government to integrate 
their management into land-use and development planning processes. In the 
United States, such planning takes place mostly at the local, state, and national 
levels. Various approaches have evolved for addressing historic built resources 
in planning.

Preservation planning at the local level

Preservation planning at the local level can include a wide range of activities: 
preparing general land-use plans and policies; incorporating these policies into 
regulatory documents and design guidelines; surveying, designating, and 
 protecting historic properties within a particular jurisdiction; preparing or 
helping to prepare master plans for institutions; carrying out rehabilitation 
or other treatments; and/or implementing a maintenance plan for a building 
or building complex (note that the latter two activities are most often under-
taken by the non-profit or private sector, although they may be overseen by 
local government permitting and compliance processes). Planning may be 
carried out by a government entity, a non-profit group, or any other entity 
that takes on the stewardship of historic built resources. Planning for historic 
resources is proactive; it generally involves identifying, documenting, and 
evaluating resources, and establishing procedures for their management. 
Resource identification, usually through the conduct of surveys, is critical and 
central to planning and managing built environment resources. Surveys 
 document the resources in a city or region, allowing the community to gain a 
comprehensive understanding of its built heritage.

Local surveys and planning are often carried out under the auspices of 
Certified Local Government (CLG) programs. This program, authorized by a 
1980 amendment to the National Historic Preservation Act, is funded by the 
National Park Service and administered by the State Historic Preservation 
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Offices. Local governments that qualify for the program compete for funds 
that they may use for such activities as preparing plans, ongoing survey work, 
and educational programs, as well as bricks-and-mortar projects. Many local 
governments find that funding planning processes rather than construction 
projects benefits a greater cross-section of their constituencies, in the sense that 
it allows money to be “spread farther,” leaving actual rehabilitation work to 
the non-profit and private sectors who are willing to invest their resources.

Planning and survey activities are also funded by hotel taxes or related 
 visitor-oriented taxes, in which case the activities are geared toward tourism 
and economic development. Revitalization programs such as the popular 
“Main Street” program also funds survey and planning work (http://www.
preservationnation.org/main-street/). Surveys and the development of 
preservation plans can be mandated as mitigation for the impacts of other 
development processes; but may also be financed through a city’s general fund 
or other tax revenues, or using community development block grants or 
other federal funding (http://www.hud.gov/offices/cpd/communitydevel-
opment/programs/). They may also be conducted through volunteer efforts 
and staffed by neighborhood associations; preservation groups; as university 
class projects; and other community-based activities. Organizing and carrying 
out preservation surveys and nominations, particularly in times of limited 
government funding, takes innovation, creativity, and vision.

Local preservation planning also takes place in conjunction with the prepa-
ration of comprehensive or general plans. Most local governments address the 
protection of historic resources in their policy plans. They may undertake 
comprehensive and detailed policy plans, or may merely include simple lan-
guage to address a goal of protecting historic resources. Policy plans, how-
ever, are not effective without local ordinances that implement their goals and 
policies. The protection and management of historic resources must be inte-
grated with the development process to be effective. One of the most effective 
ways to implement these good intentions is with a preservation ordinance.

Local agencies can face an uphill battle in protecting resources, however, 
due to lack of funding or the political will to divert funding to preservation 
planning and related activities. It takes resources to prepare preservation plans, 
undertake surveys, draft ordinances, provide for staffing and commissions, 
promote preservation education, and actively protect local resources through 
listing and appropriate management. Preservation planning can also be hin-
dered by a lack of expertise or appropriate training. Finally, an environment 
where short-term solutions are valued over pursuing long-term goals can 
inhibit local preservation planning efforts.

Preservation planning at the state level

Every state in the United States has a State Historic Preservation Officer or 
SHPO (whose formal title varies from state to state). SHPOs receive funding 
from the National Park Service and carry out functions detailed in the 
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National Historic Preservation Act. Many of the National Park Service’s 
charges and programs are delegated in part to the SHPOs. An example is the 
role of the state-level committees that review and recommend properties to 
be listed on the National Register of Historic Places. SHPOs also support 
Federal programs by assisting local governments in their work to protect 
historic resources. For example, the SHPOs are charged with administering 
the CLG programs in their states, in order to ensure that local governments 
have adequate review procedures and undertake surveys that meet specific 
standards, among other responsibilities. Additional SHPO activities related 
to preservation planning include keeping an inventory of identified historic 
properties, providing educational opportunities, and administering grants 
and incentives programs.

With National Park Service oversight, SHPOs develop and maintain Statewide 
Historic Preservation Plans, usually in cooperation with other organizations. 
Such plans vary from state to state, but in general contain certain standard 
components, tailored to state needs and public input. Each plan has goals and 
implementation strategies to fulfill its stated mission or vision. Each plan out-
lines the types of historic resources in the state, and often highlights examples 
of specific resources for each resource category or type. Each plan also outlines 
specific issues, threats and opportunities.

Preservation planning at the Federal level

At the federal government level in the United States, the National Park Service 
(NPS), an agency of the US Department of the Interior, is deeply involved in 
planning for the preservation of historic built resources – in part because it 
controls many such resources in units of the National Park system and because 
it oversees historic preservation grants programs. The NPS assists states with 
their preservation activities, including preparing Statewide Preservation Plans. 
It also provides extensive educational resources, maintains the National 
Register of Historic Places and National Historic Landmarks, manages the 
National Parks, and oversees preservation grants programs, the Federal 
Rehabilitation Tax Credit program, and the National Heritage Areas pro-
gram. With the Library of Congress, NPS also maintains collections of docu-
ments gathered under the aegis of the Historic American Buildings Survey 
(HABS), the Historic American Engineering Record (HAER), and the 
Historic American Landscapes Survey (HALS). The Advisory Council on 
Historic Preservation (ACHP) – an independent federal agency – provides 
educational functions and manages the Preserve America grants, as well as 
promoting historic preservation planning by other federal agencies, whose 
programs and actions must be reviewed under Section 106 of the National 
Historic Preservation Act.

Other federal agencies support preservation of the built environment as 
well. The US Department of Transportation provides funding for planning 
and rehabilitation of historic transportation facilities, which includes roads, 
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but also buildings and structures. They also provide funding for the purchase 
of easements and scenic or historic sites. Land management agencies like the 
Bureau of Land Management in the Department of the Interior, the Forest 
Service in the Department of Agriculture, the Department of Energy, and the 
various military services develop and implement plans for the management of 
historic built resources under their jurisdictions, often with Advisory Council 
on Historic Preservation or National Park Service assistance or advice.

Preservation incentives, tax abatements, and grants

Preservation of historic built resources is aided in the United States by p reservation 
incentives, tax benefit programs, and grants. The programs can operate at any 
level of government, from the Federal Rehabilitation Tax Credit program for 
income-producing properties to local government tax abatement programs. 
These programs offer tax relief based on investment in an historic property; that 
is, on rehabilitation or maintenance work that meets preservation standards. 
Local governments have found this an effective way to encourage investment in 
historic properties, as well as support economic development and revitalization. 
They have also found it an effective way to encourage  listing properties on local 
registers, which results in voluntary or mandatory oversight of rehabilitation 
efforts. However, the programs depend on the willingness of local government 
to forgo some tax revenue. While historic preservation has been found to provide 
jobs and actually stimulate local economies, some local governments see the 
potential loss of income as a detriment to balancing their budgets.

Preservation advocacy and stewardship

In addition to planning and regulatory processes, advocacy and stewardship 
are very important aspects of historic resource management. Advocacy can 
occur within a regulatory process, through public participation. It can also 
occur within the planning process, through active participation in developing 
policy plans and regulatory documents, supporting nominations, and partici-
pating in design review processes. Advocacy can also overlap with regulatory 
processes, when historic preservation professionals or supporters become 
active in government by being appointed to boards and commissions, or even 
running for office.

Much of historic preservation, including planning, occurs through advocacy 
groups. The work of advocacy groups in saving and preserving historic resources 
is invaluable and incalculable. Historic resources are also managed, in the sense 
that they are protected, by advocacy groups. Advocacy groups exist at the 
national, state, and local levels. There are also advocacy groups that support 
the protection of special types of historic resources or specific. Advocacy groups, 
which are typically but not necessarily non-profits, protect resources by  building 
awareness of their value, providing educational opportunities, and  participating 
in regulatory processes at the local, state, and/or national level. They play an 
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active role in planning, regulation, and/or public involvement, galvanizing 
public attention on historic resources.

The National Trust for Historic Preservation is our primary national-level 
general advocacy organization in the United States, although another 
 non-profit group, Preservation Action, plays a major role in lobbying and 
government oversight. The National Trust for Historic Preservation is a pow-
erful voice in advocating for historic resources, and is often an “interested 
party” in important consultations under Section 106 of the National Historic 
Preservation Act. The Trust also provides educational opportunities and tech-
nical assistance through publications and conferences, preservation funding 
for studies and special programs, serves the professional community through 
their FORUM program, and many other programs and initiatives.

Almost all states also have state-wide advocacy groups, which are typi-
cally non-profit organizations. Examples include the California Preservation 
Foundation, Washington Trust for Historic Preservation, The Preservation 
Trust of Vermont, and Preservation Idaho. These organizations build aware-
ness for historic resources in the state, provide educational opportunities, and 
may administer grant funds. As an example, the Tennessee Preservation Trust 
states their mission as follows: “The Tennessee Preservation Trust is a member-
ship-based statewide non-profit historic preservation education and advocacy 
organization. Headquartered in Nashville, TPT represents thousands of the 
state’s heritage supporters through its individual members and organizational 
affiliates. We strive to be the critical link for the state’s diverse heritage com-
munity. Our organization helps monitor and promote preservation-friendly 
legislation at the local, state, and federal levels, and assists citizens across the 
state with advocacy issues pertaining to specific historic sites—as well as historic 
districts and zoning issues” (www.tennesseepreservationtrust.org).

There are also national-level advocacy groups that promote special  interests. 
Some national-level advocacy groups are actually the United States’ branch of 
an international group. An example is Docomomo US (Documentation 
and Conservation of buildings, sites, and neighborhoods of the Modern 
Movement), the US chapter of Docomomo-International. This group advo-
cates for preserving mid-twentieth-century built resources. Another interna-
tional group with interests in the United States is ICOMOS, the International 
Council on Monuments and Sites, which is an association of professionals 
who advocate for the preservation and conservation of buildings, historic 
 cities, cultural landscapes, and archaeological sites worldwide.

Specialized advocacy groups typically promote education and awareness of 
resources of particular interest to them. These may be professional groups, 
but are by no means limited to professional organizations. Examples include 
those who advocate for the preservation of mid-twentieth-century or other 
relatively recent built resources, such as the Recent Past Preservation Network 
(national), the Modern Committee of the Los Angeles Conservancy (regional), 
the Modernism + Recent Past Initiative of the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation (national), and Docomomo WEWA (regional).
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An additional example of special interest groups are those dedicated to 
 historic landscape preservation. Groups that make this central to their mission 
include the Alliance for Historic Landscape Preservation (international); the 
Historic Landscapes group of the American Society of Landscape Architects 
who, among other activities, support the federal program for documenting 
historic landscapes called the Historic American Landscape Survey (national); 
and the Cultural Landscape Foundation (national), which is “dedicated to 
increasing the public’s awareness and understanding of the importance and 
irreplaceable legacy of its cultural landscapes” (http://tclf.org/).

Stewardship is also an important aspect of historic preservation manage-
ment. Stewardship is likely the oldest preservation management process in the 
United States, beginning with the 1853 Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association of 
the Union, which is credited with saving George Washington’s Mount Vernon. 
Stewardship is alive and well today through the many non-profits and public 
and private entities that own and manage historic buildings and properties, 
keeping them in active use and/or available for the education and enjoyment 
of the public.

Buildings or sites are often protected and managed by a non-profit group 
or a foundation, sometimes in connection with a public agency. This can some-
times provide the best protection and public access to a resource. A disadvan-
tage of management by a non-profit group is that they can suffer from a lack 
of resources, from funding to technical knowledge, and can go through peri-
ods of internal management issues. These groups can also be very successful 
in attracting funding and other aid, however, and are dedicated to the resources 
they manage.

Historic resources are also protected and managed by their private, 
 organizational, or corporate owners. Historic districts may also be effectively 
 managed by home owners associations and other groups. Private ownership 
or management does not necessarily preclude public enjoyment of these 
resources. Buildings and districts may be opened to the public for tours or be 
featured in books and other media. In a sense, even films provide access to 
historic properties, while constituting a source of revenue for their owners!

Approaches to the Treatment of Historic Resources

The ideal way to protect historic resources is to preserve them in place, with 
the same uses that they had historically, in the same setting. This, however, is 
rarely possible and may not even be desirable. It may not be the best thing for 
the resource or serve our changing values as a society; in reality it may not 
actually protect the nature or essential character of the resource. Change is 
inevitable. Historic buildings and structure must serve the ongoing needs of 
our communities. As part of managing our historic built environment, build-
ings are enlarged or otherwise modified, they are adapted for new uses, and 
must be maintained to be viable.
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Compliance with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment 
of Historic Properties is generally regarded as a way to manage change while 
preserving and protecting our historic built resources. The Secretary’s 
Standards outline four treatment types, which have varying purposes and are 
applied depending on the importance of the resource, its condition, and the 
goals involved in its management. The four treatment types are:

preservation, which typically retains all the historic fabric of the building as  ●

it presently exists;
rehabilitation, which provides the greatest amount of latitude for changing  ●

a use or designing an addition, for example;
restoration, which requires retention of materials from the most important  ●

period in the property’s history and removal of other materials; and
reconstruction, in which a resource may be re-created, under specific  ●

 circumstances.

An appropriate treatment is selected based on the importance of the resource, 
its physical condition, the proposed use, and other factors such as building 
code requirements (Weeks and Grimmer 1995). Each treatment has its own 
set of standards.

Once a treatment is chosen, changes to the property can be planned that 
meet the relevant standards. Rehabilitation is the most common treatment 
type, and the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation are widely 
used at all levels of government in the United States to manage change to the 
historic built environment. For example, changes to a resource are generally 
considered to have no negative impact under California state environmental 
law if it can be demonstrated that proposed changes meet the Secretary of the 
Interior’s Standards (CEQA Guideline 15064.5(b)(3) ).

The Standards are briefly outlined below. Note that standards 9 and 10 are 
typically utilized for review of a building addition or the construction of a 
new building within an historic district. Additional interpretation for these 
standards is available through the NPS web site, http://www.nps.gov/hps/
TPS/tax/rhb/new01.htm.

The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation

1. A property will be used as it was historically or be given a new use that 
requires minimal change to its distinctive materials, features, spaces, and 
spatial relationships.

2. The historic character of a property will be retained and preserved. The 
removal of distinctive materials or alteration of features, spaces, and spatial 
relationships that characterize a property will be avoided.

3. Each property will be recognized as a physical record of its time, place, and 
use. Changes that create a false sense of historical development, such as add-
ing conjectural features or elements from other historic properties, will not 
be undertaken.
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 4. Changes to a property that have acquired historic significance in their own 
right will be retained and preserved.

 5. Distinctive materials, features, finishes and construction techniques or 
examples of craftsmanship that characterize a property will be preserved.

 6. Deteriorated historic features will be repaired rather than replaced. Where 
the severity of deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, 
the new feature will match the old in design, color, texture, and, where 
possible, materials. Replacement of missing features will be substantiated 
by documentary and physical evidence.

 7. Chemical or physical treatments, if appropriate, will be undertaken using 
the gentlest means possible. Treatments that cause damage to historic 
materials will not be used.

 8. Archaeological resources will be protected and preserved in place. If such 
resources must be disturbed, mitigation measures will be undertaken.

 9. New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction will not 
destroy historic materials, features, and spatial relationships that charac-
terize the property. The new work shall be differentiated from the old 
and will be compatible with the historic materials, features, size, scale 
and proportion, and massing to protect the integrity of the property 
and its environment.

10. New additions and adjacent or related new construction will be undertaken 
in such a manner that, if removed in the future, the essential form and integ-
rity of the historic property and its environment would be unimpaired.

Many local governments incorporate the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards 
in their local ordinances, augmenting their design review guidelines that tai-
lor the Secretary of the Interior’s general standards to their specific needs. 
For an historic district, for example, common distinctive features and materi-
als may be spelled out, and the spatial characteristics of the district described. 
Local guidelines may provide additional guidance on how new work may be 
differentiated from old, or how they define “compatible,” given the charac-
ter of their local district. An excellent source of guidelines from around the 
country is provided by the National Alliance of Preservation Commissions in 
their web site: http://www.uga.edu/napc/. Other organizations such as the 
American Planning Association Urban Design and Preservation Commission 
are also resources for information on crafting appropriate design guidelines.

When historic resources cannot be saved

There are of course circumstances when an historic resource cannot be saved. 
It may be in such a state of ruin that it is beyond repair, or saving it may con-
stitute an economic hardship (note that many local ordinances make provi-
sions for this scenario with greater and lesser degrees of strictness). It may be 
that a resource cannot be saved because decision makers have determined that 
its demolition or removal serves a greater public good. It may simply be the 
case that there is no regulatory structure in place to prevent demolition, 
despite public sentiment or the value of the resource.

King_c28.indd   505King_c28.indd   505 2/4/2011   7:49:50 PM2/4/2011   7:49:50 PM



506  DIANA PAINTER

Under these circumstances, and in instances where environmental laws 
make provisions for it, various types of impact mitigation may be in order. 
Mitigation is, in essence, a way of “making up for” loss of a resource. Mitigation 
is applied to any number of resources we value, from wetlands to historic 
buildings. Environmental impacts to certain types of resources are easier to 
mitigate than others. A wetland habitat, for example, can sometimes be 
expanded in one area to make up for its loss in another. The success of some 
of these measures can be argued. However, an historic resource is unique in 
that the value of the resource is inherent in its physical fabric, its visual appear-
ance, and often, the setting within which it occurs. An historic resource 
cannot be re-created, under most circumstances, to mitigate its loss.

The most common form of impact mitigation is through documentation – 
the preparation of plan and elevation drawings, photographs, and sometimes 
computer-generated imagery recording the resource before it is destroyed or 
altered. Documentation is such a common mitigation measure that it is some-
times adopted without fully considering more protective alternatives. To guard 
against this tendency, under California case law, documentation is not regarded 
as adequate mitigation. Demolition or inappropriate changes to an historic 
building is still considered an “adverse effect,” even if the building has been 
fully documented. This is, in part, because buildings and structures are not 
valued for their information only, as can be the case for archaeological resources; 
they are valued for their physical presence, and as a record and embodiment 
of our shared history.

Moving a building or structure to a new location is generally regarded as a 
poor means of mitigating impacts, but it is sometimes undertaken, usually 
where provided for by law and when other options are not available. Under 
certain circumstances, usually where the building can be placed on a nearby 
property or in a similar setting to its original site, a building may be moved 
and still maintain its status as a government-recognized historic resource. 
Earlier preservation values routinely allowed for moving a building to another 
site and even collecting historic buildings in a park-like setting, the building 
equivalent of a museum; an example is Heritage Square outside of Pasadena, 
California. This practice is recognized today as inappropriate, as it is very dif-
ficult to understand how the buildings were used, the setting within which 
they occurred, and what they meant to inhabitants in this type of environ-
ment. Nonetheless, as a last resort, this is sometimes a preferable response, 
and an alternative to losing the building altogether when few or no similar 
examples exist.

Professional Qualifications and Training

The preservation of historic built resources is undertaken in the United States 
by a variety of individuals and groups, under a variety of conditions, and rightly 
so. Such resources represent our shared heritage in built form and, in this 
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sense, belong to everyone. Nonetheless, professional training is desirable for 
some activities and required under some circumstances. The National Park 
Service has established professional qualifications standards for those working 
with historic resources. They have established standards for types and levels of 
education and professional experience for those with a background in history, 
archaeology, architectural history, architecture, and historic architecture.

Those who work with historic resources often have a background in 
 architectural history or in historic preservation itself, which is typically an 
interdisciplinary degree program focused on the built environment. (There 
are 23 masters degree programs in historic preservation in the United States, 
not including undergraduate, allied degree and certificate programs.) But 
professionals who work with historic resources also come from a variety of 
other professions, including urban planning or urban design, architectural 
design (an historic architect is a licensed architect with expertise in historic 
preservation), art history, history or public history, archaeology, and material 
culture, to name a few. Additional types of professional backgrounds and 
training that have been recognized by the Park Service are conservation, 
 cultural anthropology, curation, engineering, folklore, historic landscape 
architecture, historic preservation planning, and historic preservation (National 
Park Service 1997c:69).

Definitions of the disciplines that most often work with the historic built 
environment are as follows.

“Architectural History is the study of the development of building practices 
through written records and design and the examination of structures, sites and 
objects in order to determine their relationship to preceding, contemporary and 
subsequent architecture and events.”
 “Historic Architecture is the practice of applying artistic and scientific 
principles to the research, planning, design, and management of the built 
environment with specialized training in the principles, theories, concepts, 
methods, and techniques of preserving historic buildings and structures.”
 “Historic Landscape Architecture is the practice of applying artistic and 
scientific principles to the research, planning, design, and management of both 
natural and built environments with specialized training in the principles, 
theories, concepts, methods, and techniques of preserving cultural landscapes.”
 “Historic Preservation Planning, a specialization within Planning, is the 
practice of identifying and carrying out particular goals and strategies to protect 
historic and archaeological resources at the local, regional, State, or national 
level.” (National Park Service 1997c:74–82).

Many agencies do not stipulate the professional background of those who 
survey and evaluate historic resources, whether on behalf of the agency or a 
private entity, although it is standard practice to state that one’s qualifications 
meet federal guidelines. The National Park Service encourages any program 
that takes advantage of the grant funds it provides, however, to be overseen 
by someone whose credentials meet the appropriate standards. It is also 
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required that each State Historic Preservation Office and state review board 
or  commission be staffed by persons meeting the appropriate standards.

While those that work with historic built resources come from a variety of 
backgrounds, it is important that a professional obtain specialized training in 
historic resources and the built environment in order to undertake this work. 
Specialized training in architecture, architectural history, and landscape and 
urban history can be valuable, and is an area where general cultural resource 
management training can fall short. Traditionally, those practicing cultural 
resource management in the United States come from an anthropology/
archaeology background. Their training may be broad and interdisciplinary, 
but it is seldom sufficiently focused to provide the knowledge necessary to 
interpret and manage the historic built environment. It is important for those 
who intend to focus on built resources to augment general cultural resource 
management training with the appropriate coursework.

Similarly, architectural history as an academic subject still stresses the design 
of monuments and the production of well-known architects, engineers, and 
the like – the “high points” of our culture. For those whose training does not 
provide access to coursework in vernacular architecture, cultural landscapes, 
and the design of ordinary environments, this should be sought out as well. It 
is far more likely that someone practicing historic preservation will be working 
with ordinary buildings in ordinary environments than with great monuments 
or the works of famous architects. Other desirable characteristics for profes-
sionals who work with historic built resources include an enthusiasm for build-
ings and landscapes and the physical world in general; a positive outlook; and 
a desire the make the world a better place through the preservation of historic 
resources!

Summary

There are various ways in which the preservation of historic resources is 
 carried out in the United States today. This web of interrelated regulations, 
planning practices, and private interests is necessary to achieve our preserva-
tion goals as they currently exist. The public preservation environment in 
the United States, which seeks to balance preservation with other values 
through planning and project review, is often resented by those passionate 
about history and buildings on one hand and those who believe that prop-
erty rights are paramount on the other. The protection of historic resources, 
like all government activities, is a democratic process, subject to weighing 
and balancing the interests of different groups and allocating resources 
accordingly.

There will always be tensions between the various parties with respect to 
historic preservation. There is an attitude in the United States that private 
property is sacrosanct, but our society as a whole, through planning and regu-
latory processes, through the courts, and through private initiatives, has decided 
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that the environment, which includes the historic built environment, is a value 
held in common by the American people. The built environment is the back-
drop against which we carry out our day-to-day lives. The degree to which this 
backdrop enriches the quality of our lives and increases our understanding of 
our society and its cultural roots is the degree to which we develop a greater 
understanding of the world around us and empathy for others and what has 
gone on before.
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CHAPTER 29

Introduction: Some Observations

The US military and the cultural resource management (CRM) community 
have missions and goals that are often at odds with one another; however, 
their shared interests and values outweigh their differences. Both profes-
sions have global interests in the inhabitants and geography of the modern 
world. What is not held in common, at least at present, is an understanding 
of one another’s core values. The military is obliged to serve the interests of 
the United States and the President. CRM practitioners are invested in the 
preservation of cultures, cultural sites, and significant objects of patrimony. 
The thesis of this chapter is that a sharing of interests between CRM and the 
military is possible. We propose that this sharing can and does take place 
when the motives, skills, and objectives of both groups are made transpar-
ent. We further propose that it is worth the effort required to achieve a com-
mon purpose, in areas where this is ethically appropriate, given the positive 
results of our experiences.

This chapter will examine the objectives and results of, and the “lessons 
learned” by, a team of forensic anthropologists who worked in Iraq from 2004 
through 2007. Two major missions will be examined: (1) the assigned primary 
mission of mass graves identification, excavation, exhumation, and forensic 
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analysis, and (2) the follow-on, requested missions (primarily forensic and 
intelligence support) that always crop up when the military finds non- combatant 
specialists in their midst. Each mission will be examined in terms of: (1) resource 
identification, evaluation, and documentation, (2) the US government’s objec-
tives in addressing the resource, (3) senior leaders’ concerns over the resource, 
(4) lessons we learned, and (5) recommendations for the future. The following 
sections will also describe some of the ideas and forces that we understand to 
define the goals of the military and CRM professions.

A mutual disconnect

To appreciate how both the military and CRM specialists can and/or cannot 
work together, one must first identify the core values of each profession. The 
mission of the US military is to defend the United States against all enemies – 
real or perceived. Beyond its primary mission, anything else that the military 
does, it does based on laws, regulations, doctrine, campaign plans, or mis-
sions. In support of its mission, the military has a chain of command that 
begins with the President. The structure of the organization, while it has 
built-in resilience, is also in many ways inflexible. If there is one central and 
consistent misunderstanding with respect to the military, by both the CRM 
community and the general public, it lies in the perception that the military 
should operate like a civilian agency or university, where innovative ideas and 
discourse on ideas are regular currency. “Lessons learned” are certainly part of 
the modern military, and it is our experience that today’s officers are reflective 
and critical of their own and others’ performance. However, this reflection is 
typically about creating increasingly effective combat or counterinsurgent 
operations, or increasing safety and security for both military and civilians. 
At the level of the Company, which is a significant organizational unit within 
the military (specifically the Army) for most actions, there is rarely any consid-
eration for the protection of archaeological sites, museums, or places and 
objects of cultural importance. While anthropologists (the authors included) 
have been consulted on these topics by military officers from time to time, 
these consultations typically take place at the level of the installation command 
or at the Pentagon. Transfer of these concerns to the field of operations rarely 
takes place. When a unit is attempting to secure an area in a combat environ-
ment, the lives of men and women are paramount for field commanders and 
outweigh considerations for preserving even the most important cultural sites. 
Arguing with this assignment of priorities is, in our opinion, pointless.

Among anthropologists as well as CRM specialists, there typically is scant 
appreciation or understanding of the military’s primary mission, how the mil-
itary is organized, the complexity of soldiers’ skills, and the core values of the 
armed forces’ men and women. If there has been a culture or social system 
that modern anthropologists have failed to understand, it is the modern 
 military. CRM specialists, understood as students of culture and the sites of 
antiquity, are characteristically seen by the military as interesting but not 
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 particularly useful subject matter experts. We are also frequently viewed as 
shrill and narcissistic dilettantes, who are “smart,” but don’t get it when it 
comes to day-to-day issues. Ironically, the military is simultaneously coming 
to value experts in cultural issues, geographic information systems (GIS), 
mapping, forensic analysis, documents and records management, and data-
base management – all core skills for many in the CRM field, and shared 
interests of the two professions.

Decision makers within the military need to understand that the CRM dis-
ciplines intersect many of their own interests. Consider, for instance, anthro-
pology, characteristically organized into four major subfields. Social/cultural 
anthropology is the study of living groups of people – with which the military 
obviously must interact. Linguistics is the study of language and communica-
tion, whose significance on the multilingual battlefield is obvious. Biological 
anthropology, the study of past and living people as biological populations, 
includes forensic anthropology with its many practical applications. Archaeology 
is the subfield that concentrates not only on excavation and analysis of past 
cultures but, more importantly for contemporary military concerns, on the 
relationships between cultural and environmental systems, including terrain 
systems. If decision makers in the military were more aware of these overlap-
ping interests, there would be a stronger and more enduring connection 
between the two professions.

Shared interests

So where does this leave us? While there may seem to be an intellectual chasm 
separating the military and anthropologists, we propose that there are com-
monly held interests and expertise whose interactions benefit both profes-
sions. In our experience, the critical factor is engagement. If the CRM 
community wants cultural preservation considered, then it must work with 
the military to address areas of mutual concern. The military’s core mission is 
unlikely to change, but the types of engagements in which it takes part cer-
tainly have changed, are changing, and will continue to change. Confronting 
cultural issues will undoubtedly have an increasingly central role in the mili-
tary experience in future decades. It is clear that over the past 20 years the 
military has demonstrated its willingness to examine anthropological ideas 
and areas of expertise, so long as it helps to achieve the mission. What is also 
clear is that the enormous military bureaucracy can and will ignore anthro-
pologists and other cultural specialists if we refuse to engage with it in roles 
other than those of inveterate critics – based either on philosophical distaste 
for war or on the damage war does to culture and its resources. In short, we 
can be an effective agent of change and advance many of our anthropological 
interests, but not by elevating the volume of our criticisms or continually 
appealing to the media. CRM experts, in order to be relevant and active forces 
for change, must demonstrate how they can and will assist the military while 
preserving the professional and ethical tenets of their disciplines.
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Case Study: Mass Graves Investigations

So how can we be involved, be contributors, and be relevant on a world stage 
whose current production may appear to be produced by “Pentagon 
Universal”? The summary of three mass graves analyses presented in the next 
section of this chapter illustrate how personnel from the St Louis District of 
the US Army Corps of Engineers, sent to Iraq to perform forensic archaeol-
ogy, recovery and analysis of mass graves, developed a process, established 
standards, and even contradicted the “wisdom” of actions undertaken by the 
US Department of Justice. The first part of the discussion below addresses the 
primary mission identified at the beginning of this chapter. An example of 
how lessons learned influenced the project is followed by the description of 
the project’s findings.

Forensic goals of the US government

The goal of the Regime Crimes Liaison Office (RCLO) Mass Graves 
Investigation Team (MGIT) project was the systematic excavation, documen-
tation, analysis, and reporting of mass graves in Iraq in support of the Iraqi 
High Tribunal (IHT). The IHT had jurisdiction over genocide, crimes against 
humanity, war crimes, and certain other crimes committed by Iraqi citizens or 
residents between July 1968 and May 2003. These included crimes commit-
ted in connection with Iraq’s wars with the Islamic Republic of Iran and the 
State of Kuwait, as well as crimes committed against Iraqi citizens. The IHT 
Investigative Judges have the authority to question suspects, victims, and wit-
nesses, to collect evidence, and to conduct on-site investigations. In July 2004, 
the IHT formally requested that the RCLO assist in its investigations, which 
included exhumations of mass graves. The order specified that the work 
include both foreign and local forensic personnel, and be completed under 
the supervision of the court and the Iraqi Ministry of Human Rights.

In June 2004, the RCLO contacted the U. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps), 
St Louis District, Mandatory Center of Expertise for Archaeological Curation 
and Collections Management (MCX-CMAC), with a formal request to provide 
the expertise necessary to investigate mass graves scientifically and to document 
and recover evidence that would withstand scrutiny in an international court. A 
formal agreement was signed between the two agencies in July 2004. The agree-
ment called for the initial excavation of two grave sites beginning in September 
2004, with nine additional sites to be investigated in 2005–06.

Organizing an expeditionary forensic team

The importance and scope of the work, the short time-frame for its comple-
tion, the realities of working in an active war zone, and the worldwide interest 
in the effort required a team of subject-matter experts in diverse disciplines 

King_c29.indd   518King_c29.indd   518 2/7/2011   3:37:28 PM2/7/2011   3:37:28 PM



CRM AND THE MILITARY  519

that would work together effectively and efficiently under highly stressful 
 conditions. Such expertise was not available in a single government agency. 
Therefore, the Corps, using the MCX-CMAC, drew on qualified personnel 
from its staff, other federal agencies, and the private sector. The RCLO pro-
vided expertise in contracting and security, and was also the primary liaison 
with the US Embassy, the Iraqi National Government (ING), and the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation (FBI), whose personnel assisted the ING in conduct-
ing criminal investigations based, in part, on data excavated during the mass 
graves recovery. The Corps developed a team with expertise in project man-
agement, administration, archaeology, cartography, physical and cultural 
anthropology, and law. The MCX-CMAC hired Parsons Global Services, Inc. 
(Parsons), a private sector contractor, to provide archaeological assistance, 
forensic expertise, specialists in objects identification, heavy equipment opera-
tion, forensic photography, pathology, radiology, document stabilization, and 
physical anthropology, as well as life support and logistics. The end result was 
the creation of the Regime Crimes Liaison Office/Mass Graves Investigation 
Team (RCLO/MGIT).

The MGIT excavated and analyzed the following seven undisturbed mass 
graves and two disturbed burials for the IHT:

2004: two graves in Ninawa Province: Ninawa 0002 and Ninawa 0009  ●

(Chomko et al. 2005);
Spring, 2005: a mass grave complex in Muthanna Province, with particular  ●

focus on the grave Muthanna 0002 (Steele et al. 2005);
2005: the grave site Maysan 0003 (Steele et al. 2006a); ●

Fall and winter 2005–2006: Dhi Qar 0008, a reported mass grave site in  ●

An Nasiriyah (Steele et al. 2006b);
Spring 2006: the mass grave Karbala 0008, a desert site in Karbala Province  ●

(Hines et al. 2006).

The MGIT also performed a comprehensive forensic survey within a former 
military range abutting the Taras-Saiyid escarpment, in Karbala Province 
where 21 features were surveyed and three other nearby sites containing 
human remains were excavated: Karbala 0007, Karbala 0025 (Trimble et al. 
2007), and Karbala 0024 (Smith et al. 2007). Forensic data from these sites 
were submitted to the RCLO Secure Evidence Unit (SEU) in Baghdad. All of 
the reports prepared by the MGIT were entered into evidence. Testimony was 
presented in court for the Anfal Campaigns carried out by members of Saddam 
Hussein’s former regime in November 2006.

The evolution of forensic operations in Iraq

MGIT operations evolved as the team developed in-country experience.
During the first mission in 2004, the laboratory had been set up as a mobile 
field unit at some distance from the excavation site, and fieldworkers drove to 
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and from the site each day. This relatively standard procedure for CRM-based 
archaeological fieldwork in the United States proved unsatisfactory, largely 
because of the risk of suffering casualties during our predictable twice-daily 
drives. By early 2005, we had set up our forensic unit in a relatively stable and 
safe US military installation on the western edge of Baghdad at Camp Slayer, 
where we had direct access to supplies and air transportation.

Shifting to a permanent laboratory led to the creation of two clearly defined 
and separate operational departments: one department made up of various 
personnel working in support of the forensic laboratory, and a second depart-
ment of field archaeologists, who conducted all of the excavations. The labo-
ratory department was staffed with forensic anthropologists and cultural 
objects analysts – including archivists – who examined the evidence in order 
to identify trauma, ethnicity, and possible identity of the individuals recov-
ered. An MGIT staff forensic pathologist provided analysis on cause and 
manner of death.

The archaeology department was organized along the lines of a light tacti-
cal unit that performed reconnaissance, deployed by air to grave sites, con-
ducted excavations, and lived in the desert guarded by security teams until 
each field mission was completed. Its staff comprised archaeologists, physical 
anthropologists, GIS and mapping specialists, archaeological and forensic 
photographers, a heavy equipment operator, and an evidence manager. 
Approximately once every week, depending on the availability of air assets, a 
pair of Blackhawk helicopters flew to the desert outpost and transported the 
human remains and other evidence back to the laboratory. Members of the 
archaeological department, who had multiple qualifications, were integrated 
into the appropriate laboratories when they returned from the field. Finally, 
the MGIT collated all information into integrative reports and into analysis 
files containing original documents, all of which were prepared and printed at 
the laboratory complex on Camp Slayer. The MGIT submitted the reports 
and analysis files to the IHT, through the RCLO, for use in both criminal 
investigations and possible prosecutions. The stability and flexibility imparted 
by the overall organization led to an efficient work product and high-quality 
results that could be rapidly delivered. The two-track paradigm increased the 
efficiency of the MGIT, kept the work constant, and most importantly reduced 
the risk of injury or death to the team members.

The results of the mission of the RCLO MGIT as presented in three of the 
integrated reports are summarized in the following sections. For all of the 
sites discussed below, material was documented using a variety of methods 
designed to insure the security and integrity of all evidence. Project documen-
tation recorded descriptive information and analyses, and tracked the move-
ment of evidence. Databases were maintained for encrypted digital images 
and for archiving data from forms. All documentation was organized in indi-
vidual case files. Internal tracking ensured that the movement of evidence 
within the facility was monitored. All laboratory documents were compiled in 
the case file by subject matter. The sections included anthropology, cultural 
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objects, recovered documents, radiography, pathology, and digital imaging. 
Case files were reviewed for accuracy throughout the process. File security was 
paramount.

Excavations in Ninawa Province, 2004

Ninawa 0002 and Ninawa 0009 were the names given to two mass grave 
trenches near Al Hatra, Iraq. The Ninawa 0002 grave site came to the atten-
tion of the Human Rights Watch (HRW) in 1988, and by 2000 the site was 
identified as “al Hadar” (al Hatra), due to its proximity to a nearby historical 
site of the same name. In July 2003, the 31st Military Police Detachment 
Criminal Investigation Division (CID) began an excavation after human 
remains were discovered during testing.

In August 2004, the forensic team from the RCLO/MGIT began work at 
the Ninawa0002 site. Their excavations were completed and the trench was 
backfilled in October 2004. Ninawa0009 was confirmed as a grave in September 
2004 and was subsequently excavated. The trench was backfilled in October 
2004. Analyses of the remains excavated at Ninawa0002 were conducted from 
September 2004 to October 2004. The analyses for Ninawa0009 remains were 
conducted from September 2004 to October 2004.

The human remains initially recovered at Ninawa 0002 were skeletonized. 
However, excavations soon revealed small amounts of adipocere on bodies 
that were below four or five layers of individuals in the northeastern portion 
of the grave. Excavation stopped with Case 120, as all of the remaining bodies 
in the ground had significant amounts of adipocere. Adipocere is a soap-like 
substance resulting from decomposition of soft tissue in the body. The lack of 
sufficient cooling facilities and a wet laboratory for processing these individu-
als prevented their exhumation.

Documents were found among the remains; 145 separate items were catal-
oged by the recovered documents staff. These included personal identification 
cards, military identification and payroll cards, photographs, letters, and other 
personal items with annotations. Of these documents, 63 were personal iden-
tification cards, ten of which, according to subsequent investigations by the 
FBI, were related to individuals from the town of Sulaymaniyah.

Articles of clothing from Ninawa0002 and Ninawa0009 were analyzed to 
determine ethnicity, age, and sex. At Ninawa0002, 80 of the 123 cases ana-
lyzed had traditional clothing indicating Kurdish ethnicity. Sixteen cases that 
did not include traditional Kurdish apparel did contain jewelry, religious arti-
cles, or other cultural objects suggestive of Kurdish ethnicity. Based upon 
age-appropriate clothing styles, the clothing recovered from Ninawa0002 was 
associated with 76 females and 27 males; the clothing for the remaining 20 
individuals was indeterminate. Among the females, the clothing suggested 36 
adults and 30 subadults. The male clothing suggested 27 subadults with no 
adult males present. From Ninawa0009, all of the clothing was adult sized 
and distinguished by a complete absence of any feminine apparel. All 64 
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 individuals wore combinations of Western-style and traditional Kurdish male 
clothing. The most common attire was traditional sharwal-style pants and 
matching jackets. In addition, nine individuals also wore pshten-style waist 
wraps, which are traditional Kurdish male clothing items. These characteristics 
suggest that all of the Ninawa0009 individuals were adult males of Kurdish 
ethnicity.

A comparison of personal effects other than clothing between the two bur-
ial sites showed different patterns in the types and quantities of items carried 
by each sex. At Ninawa0002, 1,161 objects were recovered from 53 of the 
123 cases. These objects were mostly found associated with the adult females, 
and consisted of household items such as dinnerware, sewing kits, personal 
toiletry items, and medications. Jewelry was present in 57 cases, with religious 
nushta1 in another 11 cases. Jewelry, documents, currency, and nushta were 
found sewn into layered clothing on some individuals. Among the men at 
Ninawa0009, all of the individuals wore multiple layers of clothing but had 
minimal personal effects. Nine individuals carried identification media. Jewelry 
consisted of 11 watches and five rings worn by 13 individuals. Fifty individuals 
carried small amounts of Iraqi currency. Religious articles were minimal, con-
sisting of one possible prayer necklace and five nushtas.

Restraints were found with several of the individuals recovered from 
Ninawa0002 and Ninawa0009. At Ninawa0002 restraints were limited to 
eight blindfolds (about 7 percent of the total number of excavated  individuals) 
and no gags or wrist restraints were identified. The situation was quite differ-
ent among the men at Ninawa0009, where 47 (or 73 percent) of the 64 
 individuals had a blindfold or a gag, and some had both. In addition, wrist 
restraints in the form of rope ligatures were found with 48 (or 75 percent) of 
the 64 individuals excavated at Ninawa0009.

Geospatial analyses identified distinct patterns of disposal and burial within 
and between the two graves. At Ninawa0002, body orientation indicated 
differential treatment between adults and children. Body positions in some 
cases suggested that individuals were killed in the trench or adjacent to it. 
At Ninawa0009 body position also reflected differential disposal techniques 
within the trench, strongly suggesting that there were at least five separate 
groups of individuals bound together by “chains” of rope ligatures. Body 
conformation was less patterned in the Ninawa0009 gravesite than at 
Ninawa0002, probably a result of the differences in trauma inflicted on the 
individuals in the two graves.

Forensic anthropology analyses were conducted on the skeletal remains of 
187 individuals excavated from the two graves. These remains represented 
samples from each trench. The osteological analyses indicated that the 
Ninawa0002 demographic profile was dominated by adult women (n = 27) 
and subadults of indeterminate sex (n = 96). The subadult component ranged 
in age from unborn fetuses to adolescents. Ninawa0009 consisted of 64 adult 
males, all of them osteologically identifiable as males, with the exception of 
one individual who was indeterminate. They ranged in age from individuals 
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in early adulthood to older men. Most Ninawa0009 men were in their 
middle adulthood.

A high frequency of perimortem trauma was recorded for both samples. 
Ninawa0002 and Ninawa0009 exhibited 110 and 335 incidences of perimor-
tem trauma respectively. The great majority of these were recorded as projec-
tile trauma consistent with gunshot injuries. Two different trends of trauma 
type and location were observed. Ninawa0002 individuals were most likely to 
have received a single, low-velocity projectile entering at the back of the head. 
The evidence suggests that the weapons were fired at close range. Ninawa0009 
individuals tended to exhibit multiple cranial and postcranial injuries inflicted 
by high-velocity projectiles. The 64 individuals analyzed exhibited an average 
of approximately five projectile injuries each. Since forensic anthropological 
analysis focused on skeletal material, it is likely that the total number of 
injuries reported is a minimum figure.

Excavations in Muthanna Province, 2005

A second important site excavated by the Mass Graves Team was located in 
southwest Iraq. Muthanna 0002 was a mass grave complex southeast of the 
town of As Samawah in Muthanna Province.

Site survey and exploration using ground penetrating radar (GPR) and 
metal detectors identified 10 graves within the complex. One grave, desig-
nated MUT0002, was fully excavated. The excavations were completed and 
the trench backfilled in late April. One hundred and fourteen individuals were 
exhumed from MUT0002 over a nine-day period. Forensic analyses of the 
remains excavated at MUT0002 were completed in June 2005.

Fifty documents of various types were recovered with the remains. All were 
processed by documents technicians at the RCLO/MGIT laboratory. Most of 
the documents were Iraqi currency, but other documents included printed 
material, standard forms, and identification cards. Sixteen identification cards 
were recovered, six of which were in good condition. A handwritten docu-
ment of several pages was also recovered and appeared to be a potential source 
of useful information. Digital images of the documents were captured and 
high-resolution computerized copies were sent to RCLO translators. The 
original documents were packaged for curation.

Articles of clothing from MUT0002 were used to support identification of 
ethnicity, age, and sex. Ninety-two of the 1142 individuals examined con-
tained at least one article of traditional Kurdish clothing and/or a cultural 
object. Twenty-one individuals had Western-style, non-ethnic specific, and/
or handmade clothing. Based upon sex-appropriate clothing style and size, 
the clothing recovered was associated with 73 females, 26 males, and 14 for 
which sex was indeterminate. Among the females, clothing suggested 28 
adults, 12 subadults (13–17 years of age), 28 children (3–7 years of age), and 
five infants (0–2 years of age). Among the males, clothing suggested four 
adults, 13 subadults, 27 children and one infant. There were five children of 
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indeterminate sex and nine infants of indeterminate sex. Personal effects such 
as jewelry, toiletries, accessories, housewares, money, toys, and organic mate-
rials were recovered with 93 individuals. Traditional Kurdish items included 
seven Milwankai Mekhak necklaces, 14 Turakai Kil cosmetic kits and 14 Hat-
Hatoke sachets. Clothing and cultural objects collectively suggest that the 
MUT0002 individuals were of Kurdish ethnicity.

Ballistic artifacts and restraints were recovered with males and females of 
all ages. Projectiles were recovered with 71 individuals and cartridge casings 
with 37. Seventy-nine (79) projectiles and four (4) cartridge casings were 
recovered loose within clothing and amongst skeletal remains. Eighty-three 
(83) projectiles and 28 cartridge casings were embedded in or adhered to 
articles of clothing or personal items. In addition to ballistic evidence recorded 
in the Cultural Objects Laboratory, 93 cartridge casings and 48 projectiles 
were collected from within the grave. Projectile holes were observed in all 
articles of clothing, but were most common in clothes that covered the torso, 
e.g., shirts, dresses, and jackets. Restraints included pieces of rope, possibly 
used to bind wrists together (27 individuals), and strips of cloth possibly used 
as blindfolds (16 individuals).

Spatial analysis of the ballistic artifacts collected from the surface of the 
graves complex revealed a pattern consistent with shooters firing into each 
grave trench lengthwise from one end. In the case of MUT0002, the ballistic 
evidence indicates the shooters were located at the southern end. Ballistic 
artifacts recovered from within the MUT0002 trench also conform to this 
spatial pattern. The higher ratio of projectiles to cartridge casings recovered 
from within the grave, in comparison with the surface collection, also identi-
fies the grave trench as the execution site. Spatial patterning of the human 
remains from MUT0002 indicates that the victims entered the grave alive and 
were killed in a single event. The adult and juvenile males were grouped 
together and probably entered the trench first.

Forensic anthropological analyses were conducted at the RCLO/MGIT 
laboratory. Analysis was completed on skeletal remains of all 114 individuals 
recovered from MUT0002. Osteological analyses revealed that the 
MUT0002 collection consisted principally of subadults (n = 85 individuals 
<18 years). The average age across the entire collection was 12 years, 
although the most frequently represented age was five years. Sex determina-
tions were undertaken for 31 individuals. Two of these individuals were in 
their late adolescence while the rest were adults. The adult component dem-
onstrated a demographic profile dominated by women (n = 28). Two indi-
viduals were identified as male while the sex of a third adult individual could 
not be determined.

A pathologist examined all the individuals recovered at MUT0002. Of the 
114 individuals, 109 had perimortem cranial or post-cranial trauma. Projectile 
trauma consistent with gunshot injuries were recorded in 642 instances. 
MUT0002 individuals tended to exhibit multiple injuries inflicted by high-
velocity projectiles. The majority of these injuries were to the torso. The 114 
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individuals analyzed exhibited approximately six projectile injuries each. It is 
likely that the total number of injuries reported is a minimum figure since 
analysis focused on skeletal material.

Excavations in Karbala Province, 2006

The final example of mass graves excavation summarized for this chapter is 
from Karbala 0024, which is located in Tar-as-Saiyid, a prominent escarpment 
in a remote desert area also known as Tall Tar and Ashwah, approximately 27 
kilometers southwest of the city of Karbala. The area was previously the site of 
an Iraqi military range.

In late May 2006, following a site reconnaissance, the archaeological team 
arrived to examine a complex of graves and construct an expeditionary camp 
on site. The two objectives assigned to the MGIT were to (1) conduct an 
archaeological survey of the area to identify nearby sites and potential mass 
graves, and (2) excavate any identified mass graves.

The survey and resultant graves were very complex and tested the endur-
ance and capability of the team. Twenty-one features were identified, four of 
which contained human remains: Feature 1 (KAR0008), Feature 4 (KAR0024), 
Feature 12 (KAR0007), and Feature 13 (KAR0025). KAR0008 was a mass 
grave located on the escarpment and containing 29 individuals. KAR0007 
and KAR00025 were disturbed mass graves located in defensive fighting posi-
tions. KAR0024, located in a wadi, contained disarticulated and commingled 
remains representing a minimum of 12 individuals. The site was identified by 
the MGIT during the archaeological survey and had not been previously 
reported. Site work began in late May and ended in mid-June 2006. The site 
was backfilled as soon as work was completed.

At the laboratory, forensic anthropological analyses were first conducted on 
the skeletal remains recovered from KAR0024, the wadi site. The MGIT 
began by developing a system with which to analyze the commingled, frag-
mented, and incomplete human remains. The system was designed to produce 
more data than the standard, baseline inventory and to provide the Iraqi High 
Tribunal with an assessment of the forensic significance of the recovered 
human remains. The Forensic Anthropology Laboratory then assigned each 
group a forensic significance level that scored the severity of the trauma, based 
on the location of the injury.

The human remains from KAR0024 consisted of 1,793 skeletal elements 
representing a minimum of 12 individuals, two of them adolescent. The 
demographic profile consisted of predominantly unsexed or ambiguous human 
remains. The skeletal groups that could be sexed were predominantly adult 
males or probable males. One appeared female, and three others appeared 
probably female but may have represented gracile males. The human remains 
exhibited 81 perimortem injuries, 64 of which were due to gunshot. Fifty-
four perimortem trauma were to the head, neck or torso; 38 of these were 
gunshot trauma.
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Completely independent from the forensics analysts, the cultural objects 
laboratory analyzed articles of clothing and other personal effects from 
KAR0024. Because of the commingled nature of the assemblages, only some 
of the clothing and other cultural objects could be associated with the recov-
ered individuals. Many of the cultural objects recovered were fragmentary and 
incomplete. The cultural objects recovered from KAR0024 consisted prima-
rily of clothing. A minimum of nine individuals were represented by male dish 
dashas3 and 12 by shoes. KAR0024 also contained 16 possible restraints, seven 
consistent with blindfolds and nine with ligatures.

A forensic pathologist examined photographs, radiographs, and analyses 
prepared by the forensic anthropologists. The forensic pathologist agreed 
with the assessment of KAR0024 as a primary execution site, and concluded 
that the skeletal groups recovered represented individuals whose cause of 
death was gunshot and whose manner of death was homicide.

Primary Mission Summary

Our primary mission in Iraq was the excavation of mass graves during a war, a 
task that was inherently dangerous. The US government objective in this 
endeavor was to assist the Iraqi government in gathering forensic data for the 
trials of Saddam Hussein and other senior regime leaders. This assistance was 
to be provided by subject matter experts using skills and technologies that the 
Iraqi government did not otherwise have access to at the time. US govern-
ment senior leaders from the Department of Justice were our primary contacts 
from an administrative and mission standpoint. However, the individuals 
directly responsible for our day-to-day security, housing, and maintenance 
were the US military and private security contractors. The Justice Department 
staff, far removed from us, resided in Baghdad’s “Green Zone,” and had little 
understanding of how we did our work. They were primarily interested in the 
results. The military, ordered to house us, feed us, and keep us alive, were 
concerned with our wellbeing and safety, but not our need for specialized 
equipment and supplies, because we were not a direct part of their mission. 
The result was that while the military treated us with respect and helped within 
their means, we very quickly found that we were on our own – carrying out a 
mission we believed in but often lacking appropriate logistical support.

There were many lessons learned from this experience, the most important 
of which were technical and security related. Because traveling on roads pre-
sented an extreme danger, following the first mission in 2004 we concluded 
that we should live on-site while conducting labwork in a secure facility. This 
would ensure maximum efficiency and we could literally drive or walk the 
several hundred meters to work every day. The downside for the Department 
of Justice was the tenfold increase our bifurcated strategy caused in the cost of 
the work. Our ally and supporter in our determination to split the operation 
was the military. The staff at the Department of Justice – in downtown 
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Baghdad – was not happy with us, but it was the most important decision we 
made in three years.

We also made adjustments technically. To speed the work, we had the 
human remains and other evidence airlifted from the remote desert locations 
and sent to our lab. This allowed the evidence to be processed while we were 
still excavating a grave site. We used heavy equipment to reduce the time 
needed to access the graves. The careful use of a track-hoe with a smooth 
blade welded to the bucket allowed us to remove thousands of cubic yards of 
sediment stopping at the top of the grave. From that point, hand tools were 
used to expose the remains. Reliance on a geographic information system 
(GIS) to manage all the spatial data began at the outset of the project, though 
at that point we had no idea what a powerful tool it would become in present-
ing the evidence at trial. Other adjustments included cross-training personnel 
to decrease the size of the staff and allow people to perform different tasks. 
This prevented people getting stale or burned-out on the work, which was 
conducted 10 hours per day, six days per week and sometimes seven. It also 
enabled people to swap out of the project if needed without the rest of the 
team experiencing a disruption to the flow of work.

When all of the forensic analyses were completed and the reports written, 
repatriation of the individuals and their associated possessions was the last 
thing we did as a team in Iraq. Every person on the team was utterly commit-
ted to this important final act. The problem was that the Justice Department 
and US government had not planned for this activity. Without delving into 
the international history of the issue of repatriation, the fact is that the United 
States and European nations are frequently committed to forensic endeavors 
for the collection of technical data, but fail to provide for the important final 
detail of repatriation. Several members of our team had experienced this 
unfortunate outcome and we had made a pact early-on not to leave the coun-
try at the end of the final mission without undertaking this last important step. 
Justice leadership at the Embassy wanted the lab and project concluded. 
Following lengthy discussions, the MGIT acquired the needed supplies and 
carefully wrapped each individual in muslin in a manner acceptable to the 
Iraqi people who would receive them. We arranged an orderly transfer of the 
individuals that we had exhumed to the appropriate religious officials in south-
ern Iraq and to the Kurdish government in the north. This repatriation was 
our proudest accomplishment, and was certainly in keeping with the long-
standing traditions both of the military and of anthropology.

Follow-on/Requested missions: The add-on missions

“Add-on” may not seem like the best descriptor for the work performed in 
Iraq outside of our original scope, but it accurately describes what happens 
when one operates as a civilian subject-matter expert in a combat environment 
controlled by the military. The missions developed primarily because com-
manders from various installations who visited our laboratory facility began to 
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view our team not as “a bunch of grave diggers,” but as professionals who had 
skills that might assist them in their complex asymmetric warfare environment. 
These requests for assistance were generally informally presented by senior offi-
cials, and occurred with greater frequency the longer we were in Iraq. Because 
all concerned understood that we had only one mission, and because we were 
operating in a combat environment, it was a given that we had the option to 
turn down these add-on missions. If anyone understands how a unit loses its 
effectiveness when it is exhausted, it is a military commander. That dynamic 
served to reduce the pressure on us to accept everything. In short, we shared a 
common paradigm that made working together easier.

We turned down only one mission in all the time we served in Iraq. We felt 
our assistance was value-added to the requestor, and more importantly we 
wanted to demonstrate to a range of traditionally skeptical military, intelli-
gence, and law enforcement professionals that anthropologists and archaeolo-
gists are not a group of self-centered academics, but have skills that are relevant 
to many of their missions. In times of war, conflict, and chaos, we have – as a 
discipline – the opportunity to be agents for change on behalf of the core 
cultural resources issues that are ignored during peace-time planning by the 
military. We accepted the missions because we hoped they would help in the 
short term and serve as a down-payment for cooperation on larger issues in 
the future.

Recovery of remains and field forensic identification

The first add-on mission we accepted, in the spring of 2005, was to assist the 
military and FBI in finding and examining remains suspected to be those of a 
reporter who had been recently kidnapped. The requesting officer was famil-
iar with our ability to assist in field identification. Working primarily with the 
FBI, we were flown to a remote location between Salman Al Husayn and 
Sikandariyeh that had once served as an Iraqi military installation. The objec-
tive was to examine the area for a grave reported by an informant. It became 
immediately apparent that our team was most qualified for the undertaking. 
We quickly identified recent graves and documented their human remains, 
which had been heavily scavenged by animals. Both adult males were most 
likely Iraqi and had been brutally murdered in a structure that was close by, 
then buried opportunistically in available trench features. Militia killings and 
other criminal activity engulfed Baghdad during that period and the scene was 
reported to Iraqi law enforcement officials for further action. (The reporter 
was later freed unharmed.)

From our perspective, the recognition that our abilities were of value and that 
we had demonstrated that we were flexible, responsive, and team-oriented helped 
to change the dynamic between the MGIT and several of the other agencies 
involved. Relations between us tended to become less guarded and more sup-
portive across a range of issues both mundane and significant. Our lesson learned 
from this involvement was that as anthropologists/archaeologists, our concerns 
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would begin to be grasped by the military when we demonstrated valuable skills 
sets of interest to them. This quid pro quo was a model and dynamic we would 
need to embrace if we wanted the military to pay attention to our issues.

Forensic identification

A month later we received another request from law enforcement and other 
intelligence-gathering agencies, this time to help locate the grave and remains 
of a soldier who had been captured and was presumed to have been executed. 
The requesting groups had expended enormous resources to find the missing 
soldier, but our team, with its significant training in recognition of graves, had 
not previously been involved. As we were not part of the force structure of the 
military, few in positions of seniority knew of our capabilities, or even that we 
were there and were willing to extend our services beyond our primary mis-
sion. It took time for word to get around on the Victory Base Complex that 
a forensic team was out by the wall on Camp Slayer. Some officers were inter-
ested, sought us out, and asked for a tour. After they viewed our work, we 
were asked to assist them. The searches conducted east of Al Fallujah were 
unsuccessful. (The remains of the soldier were recovered several years later, 
following our return to the United States.) Nevertheless, this endeavor fur-
ther cemented the relationships that we continued to develop during our ten-
ure at the laboratory facilities outside of Baghdad.

Biological assessment

Another add-on mission was proposed to our team during a conversation over 
breakfast at Camp Slayer with an intelligence official. Once again this was 
someone who had toured our facility and immediately saw how our capabili-
ties might assist his group in achieving their objectives. His primary mission 
was to capture former regime members. In this instance it was suspected that 
a high-ranking individual had died and was buried in a location that could be 
accessed by his team. What he needed was a way to ascertain whether or not 
they could remove this person from their wanted list. His organization had 
sophisticated intelligence assets, but lacked a means of obtaining immediate 
DNA confirmation of the identity from recovered remains. The problem was 
one of time because the DNA laboratories to which they had access in Iraq 
and the United States were currently overloaded. He asked if we had DNA-
processing capabilities. While we did collect samples for future testing in the 
event the Iraqi government wanted higher-level identification for the indi-
viduals we exhumed, we did not have immediate access to a laboratory in Iraq. 
As an alternative, we recommended developing a biological profile for the 
deceased for comparison with recovered remains. What we needed to develop 
such a profile was medical information. The next day, he delivered detailed 
medical and dental records of the individual, who happened to have been 
treated at a hospital in the United States many years ago. The subject was of 
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sufficient age to have readily identifiable skeletal pathologies that when taken 
as a complex would positively identify him. The team’s forensic anthropolo-
gists put together a full biological assessment in less than a day that could be 
used if the putative remains of the individual were recovered.

Suspected mass graves in Sadr City

In the spring of 2006, during the sectarian fighting in Baghdad that followed 
the bombing of the Golden Mosque in Samarra, we received one of the more 
unusual requests for our mass graves forensic assistance: a mission to Sadr City 
to search for mass graves in the city dump. Intelligence assessments for this 
area indicated the sectarian murders that occurred every day had taken a new 
turn. Anecdotal reporting and analysts’ review of aerial infrared images sug-
gested that many of the individuals being murdered were being covered up by 
trash in the dump. Several intelligence officers asked that we review the data 
from an archaeological and site-formation process perspective (not their term). 
We undertook an initial analysis and found no cultural or functional basis for 
their hypothesis. Our conclusion was that burying the murdered in a city 
dump was counterintuitive. The opposing sects wanted their enemies to see 
whom they had executed, not to hide the deed. The younger intelligence 
officers saw heat signatures in the unidentified mounds of trash, and felt these 
were from the decomposition of dead individuals. They were not to be dis-
suaded, though forensic data indicate that dead people are not hot.

We had the option of not going, but felt this was a situation where archaeo-
logical and mass grave experience would solve a problem for the intelligence 
personnel, who were trying desperately to stop the violence and needed to 
understand the patterns of murder and disposal. One of us took a colleague in 
a heavily reinforced convoy to Sadr City. As soon as we arrived, and began to 
approach the “mounds” within the trash dump, it was apparent what had 
produced the heat signatures. The mounds were large concentrations of 
animal manure “cooking off,” that is, producing volumes of heat and meth-
ane, particularly at the center, sufficient to show up in remote imagery. None 
of the intelligence officers were farm boys. We had to dig through four mounds 
of excrement before they were satisfied with our explanation for the heat 
 signatures.

In the grand scheme of things, this was no breakthrough for archaeology, 
anthropology, or CRM. It was, however, an example of CRM professionals 
being willing to enter an extreme environment to help solve a critical problem. 
As a Major remarked several months later, the intelligence community now 
saw us as a team asset, whereas before we were “academic specialists.”

“Take home messages” from accepting add-on missions

The missions beyond our original scope that we agreed to undertake were 
purely voluntary. They grew from information tours that we were asked to 

King_c29.indd   530King_c29.indd   530 2/7/2011   3:37:29 PM2/7/2011   3:37:29 PM



CRM AND THE MILITARY  531

conduct on the mass graves work for officials who had heard about our 
 laboratory. Within days of having visited us, these infantry, law enforcement, 
and intelligence officials frequently came to ask for our help. The briefing on 
our work had informed them that we had skills which, upon reflection, they 
realized they might call upon to assist them in their respective missions. 
Without exception, the requests we received involved the evaluation of data 
that we were better suited than any other available party to analyze. We never 
felt pressured to assist and were happy to help, because our contribution might 
mean that someone less equipped would not be exposed to danger trying to 
resolve an issue outside their expertise.

The military, not unlike many of the CRM disciplines, is team-oriented – 
we call it interdisciplinary – and maintains a range of skills within its own 
organization. That we were approached never surprised us. What surprised us 
more was that it took as long as it did for them to find us. The lesson learned 
in that instance was that if a team such as ours is not identified as a military or 
US government asset, it is essentially invisible.

Finally, we all felt that the missions were worth our time, were not in viola-
tion of our ethical conduct, and may have contributed to the safety of others. 
Embracing the quid pro quo in the short term promoted an awareness of our 
mutual relevance for the long term.

Conclusion

From both a technical and professional standpoint, working on mass graves in 
a combat environment in Iraq forced us to continually and significantly mod-
ify our operating procedures. Living at the grave site, reliance on air transpor-
tation, use of heavy equipment, cross-training staff, and use of the GIS to 
manage spatial data all contributed to our efficiency and effectiveness as a 
team. These innovations vastly improved our performance and morale in an 
otherwise austere and stressful environment. Repatriation of exhumed indi-
viduals to their parent communities was integrated into our protocols as a 
foundational principle, as we interpreted repatriation as a human rights issue, 
of core importance to both our professions and the military.

Returning to the thesis of this chapter, perhaps the most important lesson 
that we learned was that there were and are significant shared interests between 
at least some CRM specialists and the military. Identifying the areas where we 
could or should contribute to one another’s mission solutions was easy – once 
the military understood our core objectives and the skills that we brought to 
the field. The military respects lines of authority and lanes of expertise. We 
consistently found that if we said an issue was beyond our scope or comfort 
level, they immediately understood and accepted our decision.

The other take-home message was that as specialists we must expect to be 
invested in the concerns of others when working in zones of conflict. Because 
of our team’s size, space requirements, and expeditionary nature, we lived and 
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worked where the military was responsible for our life support in every way. 
Our food, shelter, and protection, including medical and dental care, were 
provided by soldiers who had their own mission concerns. It is to be expected 
that they were curious and wanted to know what skills we possessed that 
might support their missions. In fact, a benefit of our location on an active 
military installation was that we were visited by those who came to understand 
that we had skills and capabilities they lacked. We found that no request made 
of us by the military violated our ethical principles. We also found that in some 
cases we could help accomplish the work requested more efficiently and with 
less risk than could military and intelligence personnel. Risks that to be taken 
by team members in support of military missions were carefully weighed 
against the reward of participating. The short-term benefit for all concerned 
was the opportunity to work together to resolve common problems.
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Notes

1 A nushta is a Kurdish religious article often in the form of a small folded and sewn 
cloth triangle worn on a strap around the neck or sewn into a pocket. The little 
packet contains text from the Qur’an, a folded page, or prayer.

2 Fetal remains of one individual were recovered within the clothing of an adult 
female during laboratory analysis.

3 A dish dasha is the most common garment worn by men in southern Iraq and is 
similar to a full-length, long-sleeved, shirt.
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CHAPTER 30

Cultural Resource Management as a Future-Oriented 
Activity

Cultural Resource Management – whatever name it may assume and what-
ever the range of “resources” whose management it is taken to embrace – is 
inevitably about holding on to, or at least respecting, noting, documenting, 
giving a fair shake to – the past. The “past” may be a community’s traditions 
or traditional ways of going about its affairs; it may be a language whose 
speakers struggle to retain it in the face of globalization. It may be written 
history, moldering in archives or someone’s closet. It may be artifacts and 
graves in the ground, old buildings, old neighborhoods, landscapes, medic-
inal plants or totemic animals, or natural places held dear for their associa-
tion with beliefs and ways of life. It may be beliefs themselves, about 
ourselves, our communities, our world and its spiritual dimensions, worlds 
beyond this one.

CRM is also very much about the present. The practices of CRM are 
grounded in law, regulation, and more or less formal rules of procedure; while 
these have historical roots, they operate in the present, resolving – or creating 
or exacerbating – contemporary contentions. And they change. The people 
who practice CRM are living people, and the interests we seek to respect and 
reflect in our work are those of people and communities alive today – whatever 
our professed desire to “protect the past” and with due respect for the ances-
tors who may or may not somehow have interests to be addressed.
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But doing CRM presupposes some belief in the future – some notion 
that what we do is worth doing in the interests of those yet unborn, that 
we are trying to hold on to things from which people in the future will 
somehow benefit. “The past” is an abstraction that cannot itself be served 
or benefited. Living individuals and communities will die. In some reli-
gious traditions the ancestors care about what happens to their bones, 
their spiritual places, and the environment they share with us, but the 
governmental bodies that promulgate and oversee CRM policies and pro-
cedures do not, on the whole, seek ancestral approval except in the most 
abstract ways (as, for instance, when a court seeks to divine the original 
intent of the authors of some foundational document, or theocratic author-
ities interpret the thinking of a prophet). We have CRM policies and pro-
cedures because governmental bodies have been persuaded (by their living 
constituents and lobbyists in the present or relatively recent past) that cul-
tural resources rooted in the past should be preserved for the future. If we 
knew for certain that a life-extinguishing asteroid was going to hit Earth 
in a decade or so, we would probably experience a steep decline in funding 
for CRM work.

It’s worth asking ourselves, I think, what the future really demands of us as 
CRM practitioners, how well we are doing in meeting these demands, and 
how we might do a better job of meeting them. This chapter is an attempt to 
make a start at addressing these questions, and perhaps at encouraging their 
further discussion.

What Does the Future Need?

What will people in the future need from the past, including today’s present? 
Many things that have little obviously to do with cultural resources (and, we 
may fear, that they are unlikely to get), like world peace, economic stability, 
sustainability, freedom from want, a healthy natural environment. None of 
these is likely to exist in the future except as the result of actions taken or 
forgone in the present. So – given their importance – maybe we should focus 
our attention on such big needs, and not trouble ourselves with cultural 
resources. Maybe the future doesn’t really need or care about cultural 
resources.

But are those big needs really unrelated to cultural resources? Consider 
world peace. What threatens world peace today? Certainly unchecked popu-
lation growth, environmental deterioration, economic imbalances, but what 
about religious tolerance or the lack thereof? What about perceptions of 
cultural superiority, inferiority, or oppression? Are these not cultural in char-
acter, and do they not often circulate around resources – places, things, or 
expressions to which a culturally defined body of people ascribe significance? 
And do population growth, environmental deterioration, and economic 
imbalances not have cultural aspects? Are not relationships within and among 
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families – certainly among the most cultural of the psychological and 
 economic resources upon which we rely – critical to family planning? Do not 
cultural perceptions of proper land use play important roles in addressing or 
exacerbating environmental deterioration? Are people not kept in poverty, 
in part, by their own cultural practices and the culture-based practices of 
others upon them? And are not the institutions and values that rationalize 
those practices “resources,” in the sense of being drawn upon by communi-
ties to build and sustain their identities? Are they not often tied up with 
more tangible “resources” like places? Consider Kashmir, or Great Zimbabwe, 
or al Askari Mosque.

So let’s stipulate that cultural resources are, or at least can be, important, 
and we can’t really know whether they are important without paying some 
attention to them. So people in the future are going to need ways to deal with 
cultural resources – whatever they may call them.

But what sorts of cultural resources will they need to attend to? And/or 
what sort of systems or programs ought there to be in order to give such 
resources a fair shot at survival?

In the United States and other developed countries, we’ve pretty much 
answered the first question this way:

The cultural resources people in the future will need to attend to are those 
formally determined to be significant by government officials acting in the 
present.

And we’ve answered the second one like this:

The systems needed to allow cultural resources to survive involve mix-
tures of government financial aid for approved cultural institutions and 
activities, government review of the impacts of change on formally recog-
nized resources, and the imposition of criminal sanctions on people who 
misuse selected types of resources identified by government as having 
significance.

Whatever the merits of these answers, we’ve accepted them without much 
debate. And we’ve imposed them on much of the rest of the world, sometimes 
at the point of a bayonet or a colonial bureaucrat’s pen, sometimes through 
the international institutions that the developed nations have long dominated. 
The post-colonial world has either acquiesced in them without much consid-
eration, or ignored them, but has – to my knowledge at least – come up with 
nothing much different, or better.

But is nothing better to be had? Are the standard models of CRM – the 
stepwise identification, evaluation, management of stuff formally found to be 
significant, and review of effects on such stuff – the only and best way to guar-
antee for our descendants the cultural resources they’ll need? Are there other, 
better ways?
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Flaws in the Standard Model

One problem with the standard way of addressing cultural resources is that 
it tends to be costly. Not relative to space exploration or war-fighting or 
health care, but pretty costly nonetheless. And much of the cost is generated 
by activities whose relevance to anything of importance is open to question 
– detailed professional evaluations of places and things about which nobody 
(even, in some cases, the professionals doing the evaluations) cares very 
much, and the cogitations of bureaucracies about evaluative esoterica – is or 
is not this, that, or some other evaluative criterion met, entitling the thing 
in question to governmental protection or encouragement of some kind?

One thing that follows from this time-consuming study and discourse among 
professionals is that we sometimes wind up preserving things that nobody really 
much wants to preserve, while some things that people really care about get 
destroyed. They get destroyed because, however much people may care about 
them, they don’t care about them in the right ways from the standpoint of the 
professionals who run the CRM game. They don’t use the right words, speak 
the right language, show up at the right meetings, file the right paperwork.

Our CRM systems tend to be highly bureaucratized – governed and operated 
by government or quasi-governmental organizations whose priorities inevitably 
are dominated by those of survival and control. Any bureaucracy seeks to per-
petuate itself, and a bureaucracy devoted to the protection and management of 
something is inevitably tempted to equate that protection and management with 
its own wellbeing. So the systems, procedures, personnel, and powers of a nation’s 
CRM systems come to be seen as essential to the integrity of the nation’s cultural 
resources themselves, regardless of their actual relationship to such resources.

And to the extent the “resources” themselves become the focus of concern, 
they are invariably those defined as important by governmental bodies, aca-
demic communities, or combinations of the two, and the means by which 
they may be managed are designed with the concerns of such communities in 
mind. This is not automatically a bad thing, but it is an unbalanced thing, and 
it separates CRM from the people.

What’s Wrong? A Towering Example

As an example, consider a case in which I became peripherally involved a few 
years ago – the plan to build “outrigger” astronomical telescopes at the Keck 
Observatory, atop the volcano Mauna Kea on the island of Hawai’i.

The University of Hawaii proposed to construct the telescopes, and was 
slated to receive financial assistance from the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration (NASA), which had to comply with US environmental and 
historic preservation requirements. The University itself had responsibilities 
under Hawaii’s state environmental and cultural impact assessment laws, 
which more or less mirror those of the federal government.
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Reviewing the facts, it became clear to me that NASA and the University had 
approached their CRM responsibilities on Mauna Kea as a matter of bureau-
cratic process. They did what they took to be CRM because laws and regula-
tions said they had to, with little or no thought about why the laws and 
regulations imposed such requirements. They also did CRM to please a 
regulator – in this case, the Hawaii State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO). 
The SHPO’s office, in turn, applied what it understood to be legally mandated 
criteria and standards – notably those of the US National Park Service (NPS), 
without much evidence of thought about why these criteria and standards exist, 
or what principles underlie their existence.

Another assumption that was clear from the facts of the case was that NASA, 
the University, their contractors and probably the SHPO all assumed they were 
doing CRM on behalf of the resources – that the cultural aspects of the envi-
ronment themselves (as the government agencies and their consultants under-
stood them) were intrinsically worthy of protection and management. This is a 
widespread and understandable assumption among cultural resource manag-
ers; it’s one I can’t myself help at least half-sharing. I hate to see an archaeo-
logical site destroyed, an old building torn down; I hate to learn that a language 
has been lost, a spiritual place or practice desecrated. But it’s a bit simple-
minded. Cultural resources don’t vote or pay taxes, so it’s unlikely that legisla-
tive bodies pass laws protecting them for their own sakes. Such laws are passed 
because people care about cultural resources. Oddly, it is the concerns of the 
people that often get the shortest shrift in CRM. It was thus on Mauna Kea.

On Mauna Kea, NASA – though the University of Hawaii funded the work 
and actually did most of the evident thinking, such as it was – undertook to 
address the potential effects of the telescopes on cultural resources by con-
ducting archaeological surveys. These duly recorded hundreds of stone fea-
tures – which the archaeologists thought might be of religious significance – on 
the mountain’s flanks, but nothing on the summit itself where the telescopes 
were to be built. Based on the assumption that CRM is done “for the resource” – 
in this case, the sites defined by the archaeologists – NASA concluded that the 
project would have no effect on anything of cultural value. NASA presented 
this conclusion to the SHPO, who initially concurred.

Meanwhile, however, Native Hawaiians were objecting that NASA was 
missing the point. Mauna Kea, they said, is significant for its spiritual qualities, 
which are deeply appreciated by and important to traditional people. The 
whole mountain is the significant place, they said; the archaeological sites are 
just physical indications of its significance. They’re the places where people 
have situated themselves to face the mountain and invoke its spiritual powers. 
The summit is devoid of archaeological sites because it’s too sacred, too pow-
erful, for any right-minded Native Hawaiian to go up there and build things.

Much to NASA’s consternation, after a while the SHPO listened to these 
arguments. But – bound by its understanding of NPS historic property 
 significance criteria, which tend to emphasize specific, not-too-big chunks of 
space with definable boundaries – the SHPO focused on the summit alone, 
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opining that its collection of cinder cones might constitute a traditional 
cultural property eligible for inclusion in the National Register of Historic 
Places. NASA grudgingly went along – doing CRM for the SHPO, the 
regulator – and undertook more studies to define just what this property 
might be and where its boundaries are.

Why did NASA and the University do such studies? Because under the ration-
ale of CRM-for-the-sake-of-process, they thought it necessary to evaluate the 
cinder cones in the same way an archaeological site or an old house is evaluated, 
and we always have to establish the boundaries of those, don’t we? And because 
under the rationale of doing CRM “for the resource,” if they could show that 
the boundaries didn’t intrude on the project footprint, they thought they could 
demonstrate – procedurally – that the project had no impact on anything.

The Native Hawaiians continued to insist that the whole mountain was the 
significant entity, and that splitting hairs about its specific elements and their 
boundaries was beside the point. The mountain is a spiritual presence; the 
telescopes are an offense to that presence. What, the Native Hawaiians wanted 
to know, are NASA and the University going to do about it?

Eventually what NASA did was to decide not to fund the project. This deci-
sion, ostensibly driven by straightforward budgetary considerations, coincided 
with a state court decision sought by the Native Hawaiians on cultural and 
other grounds, that forbade further observatory construction pending comple-
tion of management plans for the mountaintop.1 Those plans have now been 
completed (University of Hawaii 2009), and in general look pretty reasonable 
to this admittedly distant observer. Oddly, however, the “cultural resources 
management plan” (Pacific Consulting Services 2009) still seems not quite to 
recognize that the mountain as a whole is the cultural resource to be managed; 
it still emphasizes things like identifying and managing specific “archaeologi-
cal” sites. There, at the moment, the matter rests, and the outrigger telescopes 
will apparently never probe the heavens – at least not from Mauna Kea. The 
reader can decide whether this represents a victory for cultural resource man-
agement, a gross affront to science, or something entirely different.

Personally, I think it’s a bit sad. I wish that something could have been 
worked out that respected the mountain and its significance in the eyes of 
Native Hawaiians while enhancing its contribution to knowledge of our place 
in the universe. But NASA, the University, and its various consultants had – as 
I read the record – so poisoned the atmosphere that any such compromise 
became virtually impossible.

Alternative Futures: A View from Mauna Kea

How does the Mauna Kea example relate to CRM’s alternative futures? Let’s 
consider the outrigger case in the slightly larger context of US cultural resource 
law – or at least its historic preservation component – as it has developed 
through the years.
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In Section 1(b)(2) of the National Historic Preservation Act, Congress 
declared that:

the historical and cultural foundations of the Nation should be preserved as a 
living part of our community life and development in order to give a sense of 
orientation to the American people.

It seems to me that the Native Hawaiians on Mauna Kea were asking for noth-
ing more than this – respect for the sense of orientation that the mountain and 
its spirit give them.

But the law, and the regulations and programs it authorized or created, 
went on to set up various mechanisms – State Historic Preservation Officers, 
federal government grants, an intricate system of federal project review – to 
promote preservation of our “historical and cultural foundations.” Most crit-
ically, it set up the National Register of Historic Places as – one assumes this 
was the intent – a list of the “historical and cultural foundations” that ought 
to be preserved. Over the decades since 1966, when the law was enacted, we 
have drifted into a condition in which these mechanisms are working like fairly 
predictable if somewhat worn and rusty clockwork, but their purpose has been 
forgotten. The Native Hawaiian position in the Mauna Kea controversy should 
remind us of that purpose, and encourage us to explore how it could be better 
advanced.

In every state in the United States today we have State and Tribal Historic 
Preservation Officers, federal agencies, project proponents, non-governmen-
tal organizations, and contractors performing intricate dances to achieve what 
they take to be compliance with federal law – performing detailed archaeo-
logical surveys to state standards, preparing exhaustive documentation, debat-
ing the fine points of National Register eligibility and application of the adverse 
effect criteria. Oh, yes – and arguing about just who does and does not get to 
be a “consulting party” in each project review, based on fine-tuned interpreta-
tions of fuzzy regulatory language. One alternative future for CRM is further 
refinement of this model – getting even more intricate in our technical argu-
ments, more demanding in our standards, more exclusive in our consulta-
tions, and picking ever-finer nits in our applications of procedure and 
definition.

The other alternative future is the one implicitly promoted by the Native 
Hawaiians – by which I do not mean the pristine preservation of Mauna Kea 
or anything else, but respectful consultation about impacts on cultural 
resources, broadly construed, and what to do about them.

How should NASA have approached its Section 106 responsibilities on 
Mauna Kea? First, by having the mother wit to recognize that an observatory 
on top of the mountain was probably not something that Native Hawaiians 
were wild about, even though it had been there for several decades and there 
weren’t daily protests against it. Next, by sitting down early in planning with 
the Native Hawaiians and outlining the need for the outriggers, discussing 
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whether there were ways to put them in without greater offense to the moun-
tain’s spirit and the traditions that orient the people. Never mind what’s eligi-
ble for the government’s precious National Register, whether archaeologists 
can define it, or what its boundaries are. Something about Mauna Kea was 
important to Native Hawaiians; NASA should simply have talked with them 
about it.

Quite likely, NASA would have found that many Native Hawaiians 
would like to see the telescopes removed, and quite likely, with the long 
vision that students of universal origins should have, that can be done. Not 
tomorrow, not next year, but someday, and Native Hawaiians can and 
should have a role in deciding when that day comes and what happens 
when it does. In the meantime, it’s at least imaginable that agreement 
could have been reached on some way to put in the outriggers in a more 
or less inoffensive manner – though of course, we’ll never know; thanks to 
the way the case was handled, the chance of reaching such agreement 
dimmed quickly to a level fainter than the microwave echoes of the 
Big Bang.

So there’s the alternative future into which it’s possible – or at least I’d like 
to think it’s possible – for CRM to march. A future of early, respectful, flexi-
ble, and open consultation about how to manage cultural resources and effects 
on them. A future in which “cultural resources” are defined as whatever peo-
ple have cultural interests in, cultural concerns about. A future in which things 
like significance criteria and survey standards and lists of cultural stuff are 
understood as tools to be used as needed, not as the be-all and end-all of 
CRM practice.

And this, I think, is what the future needs – not more procedures, more 
paperwork, more bureaucracy, more academic navel-gazing, but more open, 
respectful, resolution-oriented dialogue about how cultural traditions and 
modern life can coexist.

We in the United States have, I believe, allowed two monstrous institu-
tions to distort our ostensible cultural resource management system and 
deflect us from Congress’s simple vision of preserving our “historical and 
cultural foundations.” One is the National Register of Historic Places, 
which has made us spend our time picking academic nits about building 
styles and archaeological data at the expense of all other aspects of culture. 
The other is the complex of State Historic Preservation Officers in league 
with (and in thrall to) the National Park Service; this monstrosity has made 
CRM into an exercise in giving pleasure to paper-pushers, into an exchange 
of documents among government agencies – an exercise in which the peo-
ple who pay the taxes and value the resources have little or no meaningful 
role to play.

Lists like the National Register and administrative bodies like SHPOs have 
their places, but those places ought not to be conceived as central to the 
 management of cultural resources. Our system badly needs an overhaul, a 
rethink.
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But …

I envision several objections to what I’ve written above – besides mere abhor-
rence at my rejection of our standard way of doing CRM’s business. Let me 
see if I can articulate them and respond to each.

Objection: You’ve been blathering about how cultural resources are more 
than just historic places, and you’ve included chapters in this book on reli-
gion, plants, animals, “intangibles,” and the like, but in this chapter you 
reveal that you’re just as narrow-minded as everybody else; you equate 
“cultural resources” with “historic properties,” and “CRM” with following 
the archaeological and historic preservation laws.

Response: Well, here’s my quandary. In the United States – and as far as 
I know in most other countries – the laws, regulations, and procedures that 
deal with historic places are far and away the most developed aspects of the 
CRM canon. I can write in abstractions about dealing with the full panoply of 
cultural resources, but when I want to get down to specifics, I’m pretty much 
stuck with cases relating to historic places. I chose the Mauna Kea outriggers 
case as an example because it reveals some of the disconnects between the 
historic preservation procedures and the broader cultural values held by living 
people. I write about reforming the system that revolves around the National 
Register of Historic Places and the historic preservation bureaucracy because 
they’re what we have to reform; there’s nothing comparable in this country 
dealing with non-place cultural resources. But a reformed system that down-
played the National Register and emphasized respectful consultation could be 
open enough to deal with all types of resources and impacts.

Consider, for example, a North American tribal language like those discussed 
by Bernard Perley in Chapter 11, that is going extinct in the face of television, 
the Internet, and an educational system in which all instruction is in English. 
The language, and the particular bodies of wisdom it uniquely can impart, cer-
tainly qualify as “historic and cultural foundations” for the tribe whose mem-
bers are struggling to keep them alive. The National Historic Preservation Act, 
however, imposes no responsibility on the Federal Communications Commission 
or the US Department of Education to consider such impacts, because no places 
eligible for the National Register are involved. A system that simply required 
government agencies to consult with people about their cultural concerns, how-
ever, might give the affected community more opportunity to influence televi-
sion programming and classroom instruction. Whether this would be a “good” 
thing is, of course, not for me to say; the relative merits of tribal tradition and, 
say, Batman would need to be debated by the parties concerned.

Objection: Your vision of CRM is all about conflict and its resolution. 
That’s understandable given your preoccupation with NHPA Section 106 
review, but it’s hardly all that CRM is about. What about active  management 
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of cultural places in parks and heritage areas? What about programs to 
 revitalize historic and ethnic neighborhoods? What about folklife festivals?

Response: Those things are all worthy aspects of CRM, and the authors of 
some chapters in this book have touched on them. But to me – and doubtless 
this does reflect the way I’ve spent my life – it’s in the resolution of conflict 
between cultural traditions and modernity that the rubber of CRM really 
meets the road. And although these conflicts are expressed in a lot of ways, 
and to some extent resolved through programs of active resource manage-
ment, revitalization, and commemoration/celebration, each of these worthy 
endeavors is more or less a unique event, specific to a place like a park or 
monument, a group like a local community or a tribe, or an institution like, 
say, the Smithsonian Institution’s American Folklife Festival. Maybe it’s a fail-
ure of imagination on my part, but I can’t imagine what a program to support 
such endeavors would look like – other than the obvious vision of a grants 
agency providing a whole lot of money. And I’m always suspicious that while 
we’re patting ourselves on the backs for stabilizing a ruin in a park someplace, 
or hiring native language teachers for a school, or funding a festival where 
traditional arts are on display, the massive forces of modern development are 
at work behind the scenes, undoing everything we’ve accomplished.

Objection: Your critique is relevant only to practice in the United States; 
things are different in the rest of the world.

Response: Well, maybe, and I’ll be the first to acknowledge the geographic 
limitations of my understanding. But my strong impression is that the differ-
ences are largely matters of degree and nuance. Each national and interna-
tional register, list, or schedule has its own organization, range of content, and 
criteria for inclusion, but lists are ubiquitous. Administering bodies may be 
ministries of culture, national museum and archive agencies, architectural 
boards, or archaeological services, but they are all concerned mostly with 
administering listed places or deciding what should and should not be listed. 
Some nations, of course, have virtually no programs at all for the management 
of cultural resources, however defined, and some limit such management 
greatly and discriminate against the resources of disapproved cultural minori-
ties. It is rare for governments to prescribe the outright destruction of obvious 
cultural resources, as the erstwhile Taliban government of Afghanistan did 
with the Buddhas of Bamyan, and as the government of China is currently 
doing to the resources of its Uighar minority, but neglectful destruction, 
benign or otherwise, is common. In short, there may be nations with more 
sensible, democratic, and fair CRM systems than what masquerades as such a 
system in the United States, but I doubt if the differences are very profound.

Objection: You’re promoting anarchy. We need structures like national 
 registers and SHPOs in order to have systems that work at all.
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Response: There’s something to this argument. It’s notable that many 
 admirable US CRM laws – the American Indian Religious Freedom Act, for 
instance – have no implementing regulations, no overseeing body like the 
Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, no coordinative entity like the 
SHPO, no organizing structure like the National Register, and tend to be 
honored in the breach. A law without an administrative system to implement 
it is likely to be a law ignored.

But are there no alternatives to list-based, bureaucracy-entangled CRM 
 systems? Two models seem to me worth considering, in different con-
texts.

Sacred Structure

In the context of local planning, zoning, and governance, Randolph Hester’s 
notion of “sacred structure” has great appeal (though I find the terminology 
a bit troubling). Hester, formerly Chair of the Department of Landscape 
Architecture and Environmental Planning at the University of California, 
Berkeley, coined the term when working with the community of Manteo, 
South Carolina, in the United States to revitalize its waterfront. Hester and 
his associates worked closely with the community – both its governing bodies 
and its citizenry – to define what the people saw as the community’s valued 
social fabric. They went on – still in close consultation with the community’s 
people, to develop on the one hand a list of places that could acceptably be 
changed in the course of economic revitalization, and on the other, a list of 
places that should remain as they were. The latter came to be known as 
Manteo’s “sacred structure.”

“These places,” Hester notes in a summary of the project, “were almost 
universally unappealing to the trained professional eye of architects, histori-
ans, real estate developers, or upper middle class tourists” (Hester 2006:122). 
They included “the marshes surrounding the town, Jules’s Park built as a 
labor of love from the ruins of the local school, a drug store and soda foun-
tain, the post office, churches, the Christmas Shop, front porches, the town 
launch, a statue of Sir Walter Raleigh, the Duchess Restaurant, the town hall, 
locally made and unreadable street signs, the town cemetery, the Christmas 
tree in the gravel parking lot, park post lamps placed in memory of loved ones, 
and two historic sites” (Hester 2006:120). Duly mapped and vetted further 
by the community through publication and meetings, as well as through a 
volume of informal discussion that surprised even those who participated in it, 
the sacred structure became an intrinsic and apparently effective part of 
Manteo’s waterfront revitalization program.

Whether or not one wants to give the results as high-sounding a name 
as “sacred structure,” the kind of respectful public engagement that 
Hester’s approach represents ought, I think, to be at the core of any effort 
to define a community’s cultural resources, and to address those resources 

King_c30.indd   544King_c30.indd   544 2/4/2011   7:51:42 PM2/4/2011   7:51:42 PM



A FUTURE FOR CULTURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT?  545

in planning. It is hard for me to imagine it working in any context other 
than that of local planning and zoning, but my imagination may simply be 
failing me. In any event, at the local level this kind of CRM could preserve 
what people actually care about, with a minimum of bureaucratic muss and 
fuss. It does involve a list of resources, but it is a list compiled for a specific 
purpose, in a specific geographic context, and its “sanctity” is presumably 
time-limited; there is nothing to keep the people of Manteo from revising 
their sacred structure in the future, if, say, they get tired of confusing visitors 
with unreadable street signs. Most importantly, the list was developed (with 
professional help) by the people; it represents their values; it was not imposed 
on them by “professional architects, historians, … or upper middle class 
tourists.”

Akwé: Kon

In the context of environmental impact assessment (EIA) and land-use 
 planning, the Akwé: Kon approach, discussed briefly in Chapter 23, has 
much to recommend it. Developed by the Secretariat of the 1993 Convention 
on Biological diversity, Akwé: Kon (Mohawk for “everything in creation” 
and pronounced “agwé go”) promotes a highly consultative sort of cul-
tural, social, environmental, and economic impact analysis whenever a 
project is proposed that may affect “sacred sites” and “lands and waters 
traditionally occupied or used by indigenous or local communities” 
(Secretariat of the CBD 2004). Since “local communities” are everywhere, 
Akwé: Kon does indeed embrace everything in creation, at least on this 
planet.

The stated purposes of the Akwé: Kon guidelines are to:

   (a) Support the full and effective participation and involvement of indigenous 
and local communities in screening, scoping and development planning 
exercises;

   (b) Properly take into account the cultural, environmental and social concerns 
and interests of indigenous and local communities, especially of women 
who often bear a disproportionately large share of negative development 
impacts;

   (c) Take into account the traditional knowledge, innovations and practices of 
indigenous and local communities as part of environmental, social and 
cultural impact-assessment processes, with due regard to the ownership of 
and the need for the protection and safeguarding of traditional knowledge, 
innovations and practices;

   (d) Promote the use of appropriate technologies;
   (e) Identify and implement appropriate measures to prevent or mitigate any 

negative impacts of proposed developments; and
   (f) Take into consideration the interrelationships among cultural, environmental 

and social elements. (Secretariat of the CBD 2004:5–6)
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If one were planning some form of land-use – say a dam, a highway, an 
 agricultural or urban revitalization scheme, or a power plant, and were con-
scientiously following Akwé: Kon, one would actively and creatively engage 
local communities in every aspect of scoping and planning, identifying stake-
holders, figuring out how to communicate with them, doing so, recording 
what they have to say, and seeking to address their concerns, along the way 
making sure that they, the stakeholders, had the financial and other resources 
necessary to participate fully. One would develop and put in place agree-
ments among stakeholders about how the impacts of the project would be 
identified and considered. Following such agreements, one would conduct 
cultural impact studies addressing the project’s possible impacts on, for 
example:

… cultural heritage, religions, beliefs and sacred teachings, customary 
practices, forms of social organization, systems of natural resource use, 
including patterns of land use, places of cultural significance, economic 
valuation of cultural resources, sacred sites, ceremonies, languages, customary 
law systems, and political structures, roles and customs. (Secretariat of the 
CBD 2004:13)

The scope of such studies would take into account:

   (a) Possible impacts on continued customary use of biological resources;
   (b) Possible impacts on the respect, preservation, protection and maintenance 

of traditional knowledge, innovations and practices;
   (c) Protocols;
   (d) Possible impacts on sacred sites and associated ritual or ceremonial 

activities;
   (e) Respect for the need for cultural privacy; and
   (f) Possible impacts on the exercise of customary laws. (Secretariat of the CBD 

2004:14)

One would simultaneously carry out environmental impact assessments, 
coordinated with the cultural assessments, that would “respect existing inher-
ent land and treaty rights as well as legally established rights of indigenous and 
local communities” and “contribute to the protection of the rights of indig-
enous and local communities by recognizing (their) distinct activities, cus-
toms and beliefs …” Such assessments would consider, among other more 
strictly eco-biological factors:

Identification of areas of particular economic significance (as hunting areas  ●

and trapping sites, fishing grounds, gathering areas, grazing lands, timber 
harvesting sites and other harvesting areas);
Identification of particularly significant physical features and other natural  ●

factors which provide for biodiversity and ecosystems (e.g. watercourses, 
springs, lakes, mines/quarries that supply local needs); and
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Identification of sites of religious, spiritual, ceremonial and sacred signifi- ●

cance (such as sacred groves and totemic sites). (Secretariat of the CBD 
2004:16–17)

Coordinated social impact assessments would:

… take into account gender and demographic factors, housing and 
accommodation, employment, infrastructure and services, income and asset 
distribution, traditional systems and means of production, as well as educational 
needs, technical skills and financial implications … and evaluate … tangible 
benefits to such communities, such as non-hazardous job creation, viable 
revenue from the levying of appropriate fees from beneficiaries of such 
developments, access to markets and diversification of income opportunities. 
(Secretariat of the CBD 2004:18)

Economic assessments would recognize that:

… changes to traditional practices for food production, or (that) involve the 
introduction of commercial cultivation and harvesting of a particular wild species 
(e.g. to supply market demands for particular herbs, spices, medicinal plants, 
fish, fur or leather) may lead to pressures to restructure traditional systems of 
land tenure or expropriate land, and to pressures on the sustainable use of 
biological diversity, in order to accommodate new scales of production. The 
ramifications of these kinds of changes can be far-reaching and need to be 
properly assessed, taking into account the value systems of indigenous and local 
communities. Likely impacts associated with the cultivation and/or commercial 
harvesting of wild species should also be assessed and addressed. (Secretariat of 
the CBD 2004:19–20)

The results of all these assessments would be brought back to the commu-
nity and coordinated with its own planning, in a transparent, consultative 
manner, with provision made for the resolution of disputes (Secretariat of the 
CBD 2004:22–25).

Hams in the Sky?

I hear my colleagues in CRM and EIA chortling. “We’ll see such an approach 
to planning when pigs fly, King.” That may be true, but I think it’s interest-
ing, and encouraging, that an authoritative, mainstream international body 
like the Secretariat has put forth a proposal like Akwé: Kon. It’s notable that 
Akwé: Kon does not lean on the establishment of  authoritative national lists of 
significant resources, or on bureaucracies to make decisions about what gets 
listed or how it’s managed. Akwé: Kon, like Hester’s sacred structure approach, 
is situation-specific and relies on engaging the people affected. Rather than 
going into a situation asking ourselves “what’s here that’s eligible for the 
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national list,” and turning to a central authority for the criteria by which to 
judge, we address each situation on its own merits, in consultation with the 
people who are actively affected. What are their cultural concerns, and what 
would they like us to do about them? I hasten to add that this approach would 
not prevent our addressing things that are of concern to archaeologists, histo-
rians, architectural historians, and other professionals; we would simply recog-
nize them as stakeholders along with everyone else.

In many ways, systems like sacred structure and Akwé: Kon are simpler than 
our existing systems, with their complicated rules, criteria, lists, and authori-
ties. And they are much more likely than our existing systems to yield results 
that are relatively non-contentious – deals that can actually stick, and actually 
protect cultural resources without unduly encumbering modern life. They 
may be airborne pigs, but they’re a lot more graceful than the lumbering hip-
pos we have today, slowly circling in the mud in pursuit of their own tails.

And – the Bottom Line

There is an issue that neither sacred structure nor Akwé: Kon addresses, 
that needs to be addressed if we’re going to develop a CRM system that 
works. This is the key question of who pays for CRM, and how. At present, 
if CRM work is paid for at all, it is paid for in one of two ways. In some 
national systems it is the governmental CRM apparatus that pays, while in 
others the costs are borne by the proponents of resource-threatening 
projects. The problems with the first system are that (a) the government 
CRM agency never has enough money and (b) it naturally spends its money 
based on its own technical, professional, and political priorities. The prob-
lem with the second system is that it breeds corruption. A hybrid system 
employed by some entities in the United States and elsewhere has the pro-
ponent pay the government agency, which then spends the money needed 
to do the work according to its own standards. This approach has promise, 
but as I’ve argued elsewhere, it’s not enough by itself to ensure that assess-
ments of impact – on cultural resources or anything else – are honestly 
performed (King 2009:141–166). We need to rebuild the CRM and impact 
assessment systems we have, and build them where they don’t exist, in such 
a way as to make them honest and responsive to the public’s interests. And 
we need to do away once and for all with the idiotic notion that a cultural 
resource manager or environmental impact assessor who is regarded as part 
of a change agent’s planning team, and paid accordingly, is somehow going 
to rise above his employer’s influence.

Note

1 Mauna Kea Anaina Hou, et al v. Board of Land and Natural Resources, Civ. No. 
04-1-397, Decision and Order dated January 19, 2007, Judge Glenn S. Hara.
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