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Historical Musings
The State of Historic Preservation:
A Glass More than Half Full

JAY D. VOGT

The loss of thousands of historic buildings in the 1950s and 1960s,
largely because of federal projects, led the United States Congress to
pass the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966. This landmark
legislation formed the basis of today's national historic preservation
program by creating the National Register of Historic Places and requiring the federal government to account for and address any adverse effects its activities might have on historic properties. The act
also required each state to select a qualified state historic preservation
officer, a position I have held in South Dakota for the past twelve
years, to help carry out these mandates. Four years ago, my colleagues
in the National Conference of State Historic Preservation Officers
elected me president of their organization. The experience has been
challenging and rewarding. As the end of my final term approaches, I
would like to reflect on the movement we call "historic preservation"
and share my thoughts on its past and future, both for the nation and
for South Dakota.
Although the Antiquities Act of 1906 and the Historic Sites Act of
1935 provided a measure of protection for federally owned cultural
and historic properties, it was not until the post-World War II development boom that public and government concern for the nation's historic places heightened. In the new wave of construction and urbanization, it became apparent that federal activities and programs were
The author wishes to acknowledge the assistance of Nancy Miller Schamu. executive director. National Conference of State Historic Preservation Officers, and |ason Haug, director. South Dakota State Historic Preservation Office, in the preparation of this article.
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harming buildings, structures, and sites—both publicly and privately
owned—that were important in the nation's history or significant for
their architecture and engineering. Under the National Interstate and
Defense Highway Act of 1956, many historic properties were destroyed as the interstate highway system cut large swaths through
communities. In addition, the Urban Renewal Program of the 1960s
resulted in the demolition of untold numbers of historic properties,
primarily in the core business districts of major cities.'
In 1966, the findings of a special committee on historic preservation commissioned by the United States Gonference of Mayors focused public attention on historic preservation. Entitled With Heritage
So Rich, the report stated that "out of the turbulence of building, tearing down and rebuilding the face of America, more and more Americans have come to realize that as the fijture replaces the past, it destroys much of the physical evidence of the past."^ This document
captured the attention of the nation, and its recommendations led to a
noteworthy shift in how government conducted business.
In their report, the committee members recommended eight federal actions, including the passage of what we now call the National
Historic Preservation Act, the creation of the National Register of Historic Places, and the estabhshment of an Advisory Gouncil on Historic
Preservation. State and local governments were also charged with creating organizational structures to implement the proposed legislation,
and general recommendations for developing public-private partnerships were outlined.' Later that year, Gongress essentially set these
recommendations into law, passing the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966.
Among the primary aims of the National Historic Preservation Act
is the preservation of the "irreplaceable heritage" of the United States
so that its "vital legacy of cultural, educational, esthetic, inspirational,
economic, and energy benefits will be maintained and enriched for
future generations of Americans." The act further declares it the re1. United States Conference of Mayors, Special Committee on Historic Preservation, With
Heritage So Rich (New York: Random House, 1966), p. 204.
2. Ibid.
3. Ibid., pp. 208-11.
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The Minnehaha County Courthouse in Sioux Falls, built in 1890, nearly fell
victim to downtown revitalization in the early ig6os but was saved through
citizens' efForts. It is now a county museum, PHOTOGRAPH BY SCOTT MY EH S

sponsibility of the federal government to "provide leadership in the
preservation of the prehistoric and historic resources of the United
States."4 The legislation charges the secretary of the interior with overseeing the National Register and implementing most provisions of
the act. The short paragraph known as Section 106 requires federal
agencies to allow the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation to re4. National Historic Preservation Act ofig66, as amended. U.S. Code. vol. i6. sec. 2 (1997).
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A prayer ribbon waves in the wind near Bear Butte in the northern Black Hills. The
National Historic Landmark has cultural significance as a location associated with
American Indian spirituality. It also served as a landmark for settlers crossing the
plains. PHOTOGRAPH BY SCOTT MYERS

view and comment on the effect of their activities on cultural and historic properties and work to minimize potential harm. Since 1966,
Congress has amended the National Historic Preservation Act several
times, adding local governments and tribes as official participants and
increasing federal oversight and protection of historic properties.
Presidents have also made their marks on historic preservation independently through executive orders. In 1971, President Richard M.
Nixon issued Executive Order 11593 requiring federal agencies to cooperate with the states during project planning to identify public properties either listed in or eligible for the National Register. The order
also directed the secretary of the interior to assist states in developing
criteria and procedures for promoting historic preservation. President
William J. Clinton issued Executive Order 13072 in 1998 creating
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Save America's Treasures, a federal grant program for historic properties of national significance established to commemorate the new millenium. First Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton played an instrumental
role in developing and promoting the program.^
In 2003, President George W. Bush issued Executive Order 13287
establishing the Preserve America Initiative to encourage agencies to
use federally owned historic properties and seek partnerships with
state, tribal, and local governments and the private sector in promoting historic preservation for economic development and heritage
tourism. The order further directs the Advisory Council on Historic
Preservation to improve federal agency planning and accountability in
regard to historic properties and report back to the president. First
Lady Laura Bush serves as honorary chair of the Preserve America Initiative, a cooperative venture among federal agencies, state and local
governments, and the private sector that bestows community recognition, grants, and presidential awards.^
5. National Park Service, "America's National Park System: The Critical Documents."
http://www.nps.gov/history/history/online_books/anps/anps_7b.htni, accessed 31 Oct. 2008;
Save America's Treasures, "About Us," http://www.saveamericastreasures.org/about ,httn, accessed 31 Oct, 2008.
6. "Text of Executive Order 13287: 'Preserve America,'" http://www,preserveamerica.gov
/EOtext.html, accessed 31 Oct, 2008.

ACHP

Along with the National Park Service,
the Advisory Council on Historic
Preservation oversees the implementation of the National Historic
Preservation Act.

ml

Preserving Atnerica's Heritage
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Preserve America was established during the administration of George W. Bush to promote historic preservation
partnerships between the public and private sectors.

AMERICA
Explore and Enjoy Our Heritage

Today, more than forty years after passage of the National Historic
Preservation Act, the federal-level leadership of the nation's historic
preservation program is being given serious review. The theme of the
need for strong national leadership appears repeatedly in the act itself
and in discussions of the role of the federal government in historic
preservation. Part of the current concern arises from the fact that the
national historic preservation program is administered by both the
National Park Service, an entity deep within the Department of the Interior, and the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, an independent federal agency. With the separation of historic preservation functions between the two agencies, the national historic preservation
program does not have a single, strong advocate.
On 18 October 2006, First Lady Laura Bush convened the three-day
Preserve America Summit in New Orleans, Louisiana, to mark the
fortieth anniversary of the National Historic Preservation Act, focus
attention on the rebuilding of historic New Orleans and the other Gulf
Coast areas devastated by Hurricane Katrina, and provide a forum for
addressing the future of historic preservation. During the summer,
eleven expert panels, including one on "Improving the Preservation
Program Infrastructure," had met to discuss and report on a range of
topics. Although this panel could not reach a consensus on the future
direction of the national historic preservation program, it noted that
"central to the importance of the NHPA [National Historic Preservation Act] is its assumption that the federal government should be a
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leader in historic preservation." The final Preserve America Summit Fxecutive Summary outlined thirteen recommendations organized under
five broad themes, including leadership, under which it placed the
panel's call for an independent blue-ribbon panel to explore improvements to the "overall structure of the federal preservation program."^
Early in 2008, John L Nau, III, chairman of the Advisory Gouncil
on Historic Preservation, and Lynn Scarlett, deputy secretary of the
Department of the Interior, instigated the follow-through on the Preserve America Summit leadership recommendation. As cochairs of
the Preserve America Initiative, they appointed the Expert Panel Evaluating the Structure of the Federal Historic Preservation Program.
This ten-member blue-ribbon panel is currently working with the
Gonsensus Building Institute on a plan to strengthen the national historic preservation program.
Gomplementing this proposal were the findings of a study of the
national historic preservation program commissioned by Janet Snyder Matthews, associate director of cultural resources for the National
Park Service. The report by a panel from the National Academy of
Public Administration, entitled Back to the Future: A Review of the National Historic Preservation Program, cited the program's successes as

seen in the growth of public preservation awareness, favorable economic impact, popularity of preservation tax incentives, and general
recognition of the credibility and fairness of the administration of the
National Historic Preservation Act. The report also acknowledged,
however, that the erosion of funding, increased workloads, and new
challenges such as prioritizing buildings from the post-World War II
boom and broadening diversity were leaving historic preservation programs stretched thin. Among its eight recommendations, the document highlighted the importance of national leadership. "While the
program's basic structure is sound," the researchers stated, "it continues to face a number of notable challenges. The Panel concludes that
a stronger federal leadership role, greater resources, and enhanced
management are needed to build upon the existing, successful frame7. The Preserve America Summit Executive Summary (Washington, D.C.: Advisory Council
on Historic Preservation, 2007), p. ly.
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work to achieve the full potential of the NHPA on behalf of the American people."^
While effective leadership at the federal level is vital to the success
of historic preservation efforts, the real work of the National Historic
Preservation Act is conducted at the state and tribal levels. This partnership is federalism at its best, with the federal government setting
policy and states or tribes implementing it within their jurisdictions.
State historic preservation officers (SHPOs) are state government
officials appointed by their respective governors to carry out the mandates of the national historic preservation program as delegates of the
secretary of the interior. Fifty-seven SHPOs (from states, the District
of Columbia, and United States protectorates and territories) compose
the National Conference of State Historic Preservation Officers (NCSHPO). Governor William }. ¡anklow appointed me to serve as SHPO
for South Dakota in 1996. In the time since the program was put in
place in the state, James E. Gillihan, John Little, Junius R. Fishbume,
and Paul Putz have all served as SHPOs.
Amendments to the National Historic Preservation Act made in
1992 allow tribal governments to assume the functions of state historic preservation officers. Today, more than seventy-five tribal governments have entered into agreements with the National Park Service to implement the act within the boundaries of their reservations.
The National Association of Tribal Historic Preservation Officers
(NATHPO) supports the perpetuation and renewal of the culture and
traditions of American Indians in the United States. Four tribes in
South Dakota currently have tribal historic preservation officers: the
Cheyenne River Sioux, Rosebud Sioux, Standing Rock Sioux, and Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate.
In South Dakota, as elsewhere throughout the country, programs
such as Save America's Treasures and Preserve America have renewed interest in rehabilitating and restoring historic properties. To
date, South Dakota has received five Save America's Treasures grants
to invest in saving its own treasures. The D. C. Booth Fish Hatchery in
8. Frank Hodsoll, Wüiiam H. Leighty, and David L. Morgan, Back to the Future: A Review
of the National Historic Preservation Program (Washington, D.C.: National Academy of Public
Administration, 2007), p. 29. See also pp. 32-3}.
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Spearfish, Corn Palace in Mitchell, Old Women's Gym/Old Armory in
Vermillion, Homestake Opera House in Lead, and Oscar Howe Murals in Mobridge have all benefited from this bricks-and-mortar program. The Preserve America Initiative for preservation planning and
heritage tourism awards grants specifically to Preserve America communities and state historic preservation offices. So far, South Dakota
has four Preserve America communities: Aberdeen, Brookings, Lead,
and Vermillion. Two Preserve America grants have been awarded in
the state—one to Brookings and the other to the South Dakota State
Historic Preservation Office. The task of meeting the matching requirements for these generous grants poses a challenge for nonprofit
groups, communities, and even state government.
Because Save America's Treasures and the Preserve America Initiative are both products of presidential initiatives, an effort is underway
to have these programs permanently authorized in federal law. Technically, they are not authorized to receive funds, although Presidents

The Corn Palace in Mitchell is one of five properties in South Dakota to have benefited from the Save America's Treasures program.
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Clinton and Bush both included the programs in their proposed budgets and Congress funded them. These programs, especially Save
America's Treasures, are particularly popular with Congress because
they "earmark" monies for districts and states. Of the five Save America's Treasures grants awarded in South Dakota, four have come
through as Congressional earmarks.
Many states are less than enthusiastic about such programs, which
appear to be diverting funding from state and tribal preservation offices. Although the costs of fulfilling the mandate to implement the
national historic preservation program continue to rise, appropriations for the states and tribes have not increased appreciatively. Tribal
governments find themselves in a particularly difficult situation because the number of tribes taking responsibility for the national
historic preservation program continues to grow while funding has
remained the same. The National Conference of State Historic Preservation Officers and their national partners have been moderately successful at building bipartisan support for securing additional historic
preservation fiinding for the states. The United States House of Representatives has a historic preservation caucus cochaired by Brad
Miller, a Democrat from North Carolina, and Michael Turner, a Republican from Ohio. South Dakota's lone representative, Stephanie
Herseth Sandlin, is a member of the caucus.
As with all governmental functions, funding determines what the
historic preservation program and the South Dakota State Historical
Society, its administering agency within state government, can accomplish. State funding has remained consistent over the years. The
historic preservation program has developed important partnerships
with the City of Deadwood and the South Dakota Department of
Transportation to receive funds for staffing in exchange for faster service in reviewing project impacts. The program also receives one hundred thousand dollars annually from Deadwood gambling revenues
to distribute statewide through historic preservation matching grants.
This highly competitive grant program has seen increased interest
and helped to implement quality projects. Since 1997, 170 grants totaling $1.6 million have been awarded, with an anticipated private
match of nearly $3.8 million.
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No discussion of historic preservation in South Dakota would be
complete without mention of the City of Deadwood. The disastrous
fire of 1987 that destroyed the town's historic Syndicate building
proved to be a catalyst in helping the city win approval the following
year for an amendment to the state constitution allowing small-stakes
gambling and providing that "the entire net Municipal proceeds of
such card games and slot machines shall be devoted to the Historic
Restoration and Preservation of Deadwood."9 Mark S. Wolfe, today
chief deputy executive director and deputy State Historic Preservation
Officer with the Texas Historical Commission, served as thefirsthistoric preservation officer for the City of Deadwood. His early leadership aided the Deadwood Historic Preservation Commission and city
leaders in making wise initial decisions that helped to shape the future of historic preservation in the city. Today, the state historic preservation program and the City of Deadwood maintain a constructive
9. South Dakota Constitution, art. 3, sec. 25.

Deadwood has capitalized on its heritage as a gold-rush gambling town to the
benefit of historic preservation throughout the state.
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working relationship. Although we may not always agree on how to
balance rehabilitation and restoration with new development, we are
able to discuss and work through problematic activities and projects.
Mayor Erancis A. Toscana and the current historic preservation officer, Kevin Kuchenbecker, have contributed much toward developing a
good rapport with the State Historic Preservation OfEce.
Such partnerships and recognition of the value of historic preservation have taken decades to develop. Following the lead of Gongress,
the South Dakota Legislature in 1973 set the state's commitment to
historic preservation into statute, declaring, "It is in the best interest
of the state and its citizens to provide for the preservation of its historical, architectural, archaeological, paleontological and cultural sites by
protecting, restoring and rehabilitating sites, buildings, structures
and antiquities of the state which are of historical significance."'°
Laws governing county and municipal historic preservation were
placed on the books in 1974. Improvements to both chapters of state
law have been made over the years, although changes have been minimal. In 1982, a property-tax moratorium provision was added to encourage the rehabilitation or restoration of privately owned historic
property, and in 1987, a minimal review process was created for state
and local government activities.
As part of state government, history-based programs in South
Dakota are shaped by forces outside the history community. In 1973,
Governor Richard F. Kneip issued Executive Order 73-1 reorganizing
state government. As part of that massive plan, the Department of
History, which had been in place since 1901, was abolished and its responsibilities transferred to the Office of Gultural Preservation within
the newly created Department of Education and Gultural Affairs.
Placed under the purview of the Board of Gultural Preservation were
programs for archaeology, history preservation, and various state museums. Legislative action in 1974 clarified the status of the historical
society as a state agency and authorized the board of cultural preservation to designate one of its employees to serve as society director.
History-based programs underwent another round of changes in
10. South Dakota, Codified Laws, ch. i-igA-i, p. 212.
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the 1980s when Governor William ]. Janklow issued Executive Order
85-2 abolishing the Office of Cultural Preservation and transferring its
functions to the new Office of History within the Department of Education and Cultural Affairs. The Board of Cultural Preservation, State
Review Board for Historic Preservation, State Historical Society executive committee, and Historical Records Board were all eliminated
and their responsibilities transferred to the South Dakota State Historical Society Board of Trustees.
Perhaps the most momentous change for the historic preservation
program came with its relocation from Vermillion to Pierre when
William Janklow returned as governor in 1996 after an eight-year hiatus and proceeded to downsize state government. Within the period of
a few months, budgets were cut, organizational charts were redrawn,
employee numbers were reduced, and several offices located throughout the state were directed to move to the capital. Three of the eight
positions in historical preservation were eliminated, and rumors
spread throughout the preservation community that historic preservation was under attack in South Dakota.
Although the five remaining staff members at the Historical
Preservation Center in Vermillion decided not to move to Pierre, they
stayed on the job long enough to get four semi-truckloads of records
packed and sent to State Historical Society headquarters at the South
Dakota Cultural Heritage Center. Meanwhile, an urgent call for professional staff went out. With assistance and cooperation from the National Park Service, primarily Joe Wallis, John W. Renaud, and Sue
Henry, and the National Trust for Historic Preservation, especially
Barbara Handy Palil and Robert Nieweg, South Dakota's historic
preservation program continued its legal functions until a new staff
was put in place. Five enthusiastic professionals—Megan Dobbs,
Mary Troutman, Michelle Saxman Rogers, Stephen Rogers, and Dana
Vaillancourt—accepted the call to help reinvigorate the program and
were shoehorned into the Cultural Heritage Center. Their can-do attitude was instrumental in making the program so successful so
quickly. They and their successors are a tribute to their profession.
In contrast to most other states, the new historic preservation office
was organized in an innovative and unorthodox manner. Instead of
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assigning responsibilities based on discreet functions as outlined in
the National Historic Preservation Act, three staff members were each
assigned to a specific geographical area and given responsibility for
the activities within that area, such as the National Register, surveys,
contracts, and historical markers, in order to provide the public and
other government agencies with more efficient "one-stop shopping."
The other two staff members performed more individualized duties
but shared some responsibihties, as well. All of the staff was positioned in the office so they could easily consult amongst themselves.
In the two years preceding the move, the State Historical Society
had begun to receive a portion of the gambling revenues generated in
the City of Deadwood. Not until the new office in Pierre was up and
running did the grants program come together, with the first awards
issued in 1997. In that year, as well, the program worked with the
South Dakota State Historical Society Press to initiate a new historic
preservation book series, publishing its first volume. Building South
Dakota: A Histotical Survey of the State's Architecture to 1945. Chasing
the Glitter: Black Hills Milling, 1S74-J959 followed in 2002, Picturing
the Past: South Dakota's Historic Places in 2006, and The South Dakota
State Capitol: The First Century in 2008. Since 2002. the historic
preservation program, through the National Park Service, has also
helped to underwrite one issue dedicated to historic preservation topics in every volume of South Dakota History, the quarterly journal of
the State Historical Society.
A change in administrations in 2003 also brought changes for history in South Dakota as Covernor M. Michael Rounds created the new
Department of Tourism and State Development through Executive
Order 2003-1. The State Historical Society and its five programs, including historic preservation, were combined with the former Department of Tourism, Covernor's Office of Economic Development, Office of Tribal Government Relations, Arts Council, and Housing
Development Authority to form the new entity. The move out of the
Department of Education and Cultural Affairs proved beneficial for
the society and historic preservation. Although they are not the main
focus of the new department, historic preservation and history in general are recognized as contributing to the state's quality of life. His-
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Governor M, Michael Rounds addressed a group gathered attheVerendrye National Historic Landmark above Fort Pierre for its rededication in 2008. The site
marks the location where in 1743 brothers Francois and Louis-joseph Verendrye
placed a lead tablet as evidence that the region had been explored for France.

toric preservation has begun to engage the interest of those who recognize its value in revitalizing downtowns, generating jobs, increasing local tax bases, and attracting visitors. Our budgets have not increased, but the historic preservation staff is now back to eight
employees.
What is the state of historic preservation in 2008? Overall, it is
better than good. While not a ringing endorsement of the success of
the movement, neither is this a glass-is-half-empty assessment. Today,
South Dakota has more than sixty-five hundred properties listed in the
National Register of Historic Places. Of these properties, approximately eleven hundred are individual listings, and the remaining
properties are part of historic district or multi-property nominations.
The office maintains a guide for the owners of historic properties to
help acquaint them with the National Register and the secretary of the
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interior's Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties as well as
federal and state preservation tax incentives and grant programs.
South Dakota is one of the few states that set aside funds to conduct
surveys of historic properties in order to identify buildings and structures that may be eligible for the National Register of Historic Places.
The program's database contains information on nearly thirty-eight
thousand properties throughout the state. In recent years, we have
surveyed nearly eighty-five hundred properties in Beadle, Bennett,
Campbell, Day, Grant, and Marshall counties and Dewey and Ziebach
counties in cooperation with the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe. We also
review approximately two thousand federal, state, and local projects
annually to assess their potential impact on historic resources. Over
the years, this process has helped to create a preservation ethic in state
government. Finally, we maintain partnerships with nineteen local
governments that have undergone a certification process making
them eligible, with the exception of the City of Deadwood, for small
matching grants to fund historic preservation activities.
Preservation in South Dakota has seen great success, such as the
saving of the historic Meridian Bridge at Yankton and the Sewright archaeological site along the Heartland Expressway. Two projects important to the American Indian community were stopping the development of a shooting range within the shadow of Bear Butte National
Historic Landmark and the careful placement of the Wessington
Springs Wind Farm to protect and preserve prehistoric rock effigies.
Unfortunately, it is also easy to list disappointments, such as the demolition of the historic Yankton County Courthouse; Notre Dame
Academy in Mitchell; the Buffalo County Courthouse in Gann Valley,
the last remaining two-story, wood-structure courthouse in the state;
and the Wing Tsue building, the last remaining building associated
with Deadwood's Chinatown.
Our biggest challenge lies in developing a historic preservation
ethic in those who are less concerned about their heritage and history.
Oftentimes, when we think about history, we think of people. Because
every human life is short, however, a large part of what we understand
about the past comes from what others have made and left behind,
such as written records, objects, and historic buildings and structures.
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The Meridian Bridge is unique in South Dakota as the only vertical-lift
design bridge. At the time of its completion in 1924, it was the first permanent crossing of the Missouri River near Yankton. PHOTOGRAPH 9Y
SCOTT MYERS

These physical remnants allow us to verify the past by seeing and
touching the creations of those who came before us." Thanks to the
National Historic Preservation Act and the national historic preservation program it created, individuals of many backgrounds, whether
they live in rural communities in South Dakota or large metropolitan
centers elsewhere in the country, can walk down a street and recognize a particular house, commercial building, or public institution as
a living icon of our past rather than mere bricks and mortar.
ri. Jay D. Vogt and Stephen C. Rogers, Picturing the Past: South Dakota's Historic Places
(Pierre: South Dakota State Historical Society Press, 3006), p. 1.
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