
In the spring of 2025, Department of Interior (DOI) Secretary Doug Burgum issued Secretarial Order (SO) 
3431, “Restoring Truth and Sanity to American History.” This Orwellian-titled directive gave all DOI land 
management bureaus, including the National Park Service (NPS), 90 days to “conduct a review of all public mon

uments, memorials, statues, markers, or similar properties on lands within its jurisdiction to identify whether any 
such properties contain images, descriptions, depictions, messages, narratives or other information (content) that 
inappropriately disparages Americans past or living (including persons living in colonial times), or, with respect to 
content describing natural features, that emphasizes matters unrelated to the beauty, abundance, or grandeur of said 
natural feature.”1 

One might think with all the professional editors at DOI, the secretary might have gotten help with this maladroit 
and painfully longwinded edict, but perhaps most of them had already been fired. In any case, Burgum’s SO 3431 
repeated almost word for word Executive Order (EO) 14253 (aimed at both NPS and the Smithsonian Institution) 
issued by President Trump several months earlier. 

Implementation of the SO in the National Park System has been met with a chorus of public protest, congressional 
criticism, and several lawsuits. Much has been written and said about how the SO flouts up-to-date scholarship and 
science, existing statutes, established administrative procedures, and long-standing relationships and agreements 
with partners and communities. Less commented upon—but perhaps, ultimately, the most consequential impact—
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LEFT  Excerpt from a slide deck that was sent to the field instructing all parks to report “inappropriate content” as defined by EO 14253 and SO 3431.   RIGHT  The administration ordered every park to post 
signs with a QR code encouraging visitors to send in examples. The signs were widely derided and the effort largely backfired.
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Parks were given a digital “content reporting tool” whose polished 
interface belied the censorship it was enabling. Employees report­
edly “received no guidance” on what to flag. With a few exceptions, 
what exactly should be sent back to Washington for higher review 
was left up to each park’s discretion.

is the effect this all-out assault on NPS interpretation 
is having on the agency’s core values and ethics The 
Trump/Burgum censorship campaign is an existential 
stress test of the National Park Service’s ability to 
carry out its park stewardship responsibilities with 
professional integrity. 

This 38th Letter from Woodstock will look at how NPS 
has reacted, so far, to this ongoing test, when ordered 
by DOI to operationalize SO 3431 by reviewing, flagging, 
and potentially removing interpretive materials in 
433 national parks. Specifically, I have reviewed and 
categorized the responses of individual parks to the DOI 
order. Much of this detailed information came from an 
internal DOI database, leaked in early 2026, and made 
public by The Washington Post.2 In preparation for writing 
this Letter, I have spent many hours sifting through this 
material. First, however, some background.

STORYTELLERS ARMED WITH FACTS
In recent years NPS has made truly remarkable strides 
upgrading, expanding, and contextualizing information 
available to the public through video, publications, 
museum displays, and wayside exhibits. “Over the past 
few decades,” historian Kevin Lewis has written, “the 
NPS has redoubled its efforts to interpret history that 
has for far too long been pushed to the sidelines or 
mythologized.”3 The agency has also made a substantial 
investment in explaining the real-time effects that 
climate change is having on national parks and sur
rounding lands. This progress in NPS interpretation 
and education, and the public discourse it encourages, 
is a primary target of the Trump/Burgum orders. 

As a former NPS superintendent, I know how much 
painstaking work goes into getting new park media, first, 
funded; then, researched, written, designed; and, finally, 
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fabricated. “The interpretive signs, panels, and exhibits 
visitors encounter,” writes Cybelle Jones of the Society 
for Experiential Graphic Design, “are developed over 
months and often years through research, peer review, 
and coordination among historians, scientists, educators, 
interpretive planners, designers, and accessibility experts. 
Every word and image is vetted to ensure authenticity and 
clarity.”4 Historians David Blight and James Grossman 
described NPS interpreters as “storytellers armed with 
facts,” praising “the work of our colleagues in federal 
agencies entrusted with understanding and disseminating 
the nation’s past honestly and transparently.”5 

STORYTELLERS DISARMED AND DEMORALIZED
“We want the bureaucrats to be traumatically affected,” 
Russell Vought, co-author of Project 2025, was quoted 
as saying before his appointment as Office of Manage
ment and Budget director. “We want to put them in 
trauma.”6 This dystopian sentiment set the tone for the 
administration’s campaign of disruption and misery 
unleashed across wide swaths of the federal public 
service. To that end, starting in the first days of the 
Trump Administration, the NPS workforce has been 
drastically cut, as DOI and the so-called Department of 
Government Efficiency (DOGE) carried out a sustained 

National Park Service interpretive media do 
not see the light of day until they go through a 
rigorous research and peer review process. The 
two panels here, both of which were sent to DOI 
for review, are no exception. The panel to the right, 
from Lowell National Historical Park, talks about 
how the owners of Lowell's textile mills profited 
from damming the Merrimack River, but did not 
fully acknowledge the environmental and social 
consequences. The panel below explains natural 
geological processes affecting the Barataria 
Basin at Jean Lafitte National Historical Park in 
Louisiana—processes that are being exacerbated 
by climate change. Both are clear, nuanced 
discussions of complex issues.
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campaign of mass NPS layoffs, pressured “voluntary” 
retirements, and deferred resignations. Vought’s trau
ma strategy was not just intended to directly drive 
people out of federal service (though it did that very 
effectively); it was also to create an environment of fear, 
uncertainty, and demoralization that hamstrings the 
work of those who remain on the job. 

Many of these key newly vacant NPS positions were 
temporarily filled through “acting” appointments. From 
Jessica Bowron, the NPS comptroller who has been 
“exercising the delegated authority of the Director” 
on down, the senior managerial ranks of the agency 
have been hollowed out, leaving numerous individuals 
covering multiple senior positions. Having so many 
principal jobs, particularly regional directorships and 
superintendencies, indefinitely filled by a rotation of 
acting officials made it far easier to intimidate and 
manipulate a less experienced and more destabilized 
agency leadership. When SO 3431 was released, it hit 
NPS at its weakest state in memory. 

The propagators of the SO are counting on a traumatized 
NPS bureaucracy to do what otherwise might have been 
impossible to accomplish. Historian Timothy Snyder, 
author of the book On Tyranny, has written about the 
concept of “anticipatory obedience”: people or officials, 
often with limited guidance, acting in ways they just 
assume will please authority. Consequences of their 
actions may end up far exceeding the expectations of 
those in charge.7 There is no censorship as effective as 
self-censorship.

The people behind the SO may also have counted on 
a well-deserved NPS reputation for being a “can do” 
organization. In this case, an asset has been manipulated 
into a liability. Throughout the agency’s history, NPS has 
been asked to stretch and meet large-scale challenges, 
as it did during the Great Depression when the agency 
was tasked with standing up Civilian Conservation Corps 
camps throughout the country. NPS also made its park 
facilities available during the Second World War for the 
rest and recuperation of many thousands of servicemen, 
though it courageously resisted considerable political 
pressure to harvest forests in its great Western parks in 
the name of war-time expediency. As the agency’s own 
webpage states, the NPS leadership of this time, under 
Director Newton Drury, never lost sight of “its primary 
responsibility for protecting historic and natural resources 
from long term, and in some cases irreversible, damage.”8 

Trump and Burgum’s orders have, perhaps for the first 
time in its history, directed NPS to turn on itself, and 
compromise the agency’s recognized commitment 
to accuracy and veracity. SO 3431, with its thinly dis
guised contempt for scholarship-based history and 
scientific knowledge, is one more humiliation inflicted 
on the nation’s professional park managers by this 
administration.

AN AGENCY MOBILIZES AGAINST ITSELF
A beaten-down NPS Washington Office set about immedi
ately complying with the SO. Acting NPS Director Bowron 
sent out to every park and office an arrowhead-branded 
PowerPoint with a digital “content reporting tool.” The 
reporting tool had fields for identifying materials deemed 
suspect under the SO, and a field for park comments or 
recommendations on possible “removal, covering, or 
temporary replacement.” Using the tool, information 
submitted by parks was rolled up by DOI into a single 
database. The database has an 8-GB tranche of digital 
images, one for each exhibit or publication submitted by 
a park manager. There is also a spreadsheet, including 
justifications for the flagged items. 

WHAT I FOUND
Given the SO’s vague instructions, what was reported 
back to Washington for higher review, with a few 
exceptions, was left up to each individual park manager’s 
discretion. Even if the language of the SO was imprecise 
and open to interpretation, most park managers in
ferred the order’s real intent based on the president’s 
pronouncements.9 “Employees received no guidance on 
defining problematic content,” reported Lisa Friedman 
of The New York Times. “Essentially left to guess, some 
staff members opted to flag for review exhibits on topics 
that Mr. Trump has disparaged, like climate change and 
immigrants, or on subjects like slavery.”10

Nevertheless, the response of park managers to the 
SO varied greatly. I have sorted respondents into five 
broad categories. The first and largest category are 
those managers who submitted a negative reply, simply 
entering “Nothing to Report.” The second category are 
managers who sent in a positive response, but made a 
likely forlorn appeal to higher-up reviewers to exercise 
“Right Reason” and take no further action. A third 
category are park managers who flagged a wide swath of 
interpretive materials, mostly related to climate change. 
Beyond saying they were acting “Out of an Abundance 
of Caution” they had little more to add. The “Anything 
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and Everything” managers are my fourth category. Like 
the old saw about throwing spaghetti on the wall to see 
what sticks, these managers flagged for review even basic 
natural history information about their parks, public 
safety messages, and other non-controversial materials. 
The fifth and last category are managers whom I would 
characterize as Overachievers. They not only liberally 
flagged interpretive material for review, but went so far 
as to suggest helpful shortcuts to facilitate removal. 

What follows is a sampling of responses in each category, 
along with representative images from the database 
tranche. For clarity in the excerpts, I use italics when 
quoting park management comments taken directly 
from the DOI spreadsheet.

NOTHING TO REPORT 
Approximately two-thirds of national park units re
sponded to the order’s instructions by simply replying 
“nothing to report.” Recognizing that terms like “in
appropriately disparages” or “emphasizes matters 
unrelated” are highly subjective, it is possible that 
most parks decided they could not implement the SO 
without significant clarification. I assume that many 
sized up the SO as an ambitious but poorly conceived, 
ideologically driven exercise in self-censorship. 

Earlier, an attempt by DOI to collect crowd-sourced 
examples of NPS “negative” interpretation, by posting 
QR-coded signs (derogatorily referred to by critics as 
“snitch signs”) in visitor centers, appears to have been 
a bust: the QR signs were largely ignored, or utilized by 
visitors to defend their parks. 

WITHIN RIGHT REASON 
The park managers in this category identified inter
pretive materials that they were obviously proud of 
and wanted to see remain unchanged, but nevertheless 
passed on for higher review. Trying to dissuade unidenti
fiable reviewers from taking any action, the managers 
explained in their submittals that their exhibits and 
publications were based on the best available research, 
consultations or agreements with Tribes or other part
ners, or the clear direction of their park’s enabling 
legislation. It is difficult to see how any of these argu
ments would be persuasive in a hyper-politicized DOI, 
where loyalty to the president, and strictly adhering to 
his views, are valued above all else.

This category’s name comes from a description of 
exhibits at the Old Court House in Gateway Arch 
National Park. In flagging the exhibits on the lynching 
and murder of free and enslaved African Americans 
in St. Louis before the Civil War, managers repeatedly 
defended their installations using the term “within 
right reason,” a concept of reasonableness and fairness 
dating back to the ancient Greeks. Other parks tried to 
justify keeping their flagged interpretive and educational 
materials by quoting park foundation statements and 
enabling legislation. Sand Creek Massacre National 
Historic Site explained that their wayside exhibits 
“have gone through an extensive tribal consultation process, 
as required by the park’s enabling legislation.” Selma to 
Montgomery National Historic Trail reported almost 
80 items for review, which constitutes much of the 
park’s interpretive content explaining the 1960s struggle 
for voting rights. Nearly every item listed in the DOI 

LEFT  Managers at Gateway Arch National Park submitted images of exhibit panels such as this one to DOI for review. They appealed to the ancient principle of “right reason,” a philosophical and theological 
concept referring to the application of sound, rational thinking, moral principles, and virtue to guide decision-making and actions, and argued that the messages were within the bounds of right reason.
RIGHT  An interpretive panel flagged by Sand Creek Massacre National Historic Site. For some sites like this, the very reason for their existence guaranteed that they would be in violation of SO 3431.
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Selma to Montgomery National Historic Trail felt compelled to report much of the park’s interpretive content. Note that in each image someone has highlighted in yellow text that apparently was judged 
to be problematic in terms of SO 3431. It’s not clear whether this was done by park staff or DOI reviewers.
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spreadsheet referenced the park’s enabling legislation, 
which park managers quoted verbatim: “[the Trail] will 
serve as a reminder, we must be ever vigilant in securing 
our right to vote. It will also give long overdue recognition 
to the men and women who have sacrificed so much for, and 
dedicated their lives to, voting rights for all Americans.”11 

It is hard to read these submissions without feeling 
empathy for this group of park managers. Some might 
fault them for wishful thinking, or even naïveté, but 
caught in an impossible situation, they tried their best to 
plead their case. 

ABUNDANCE OF CAUTION 
Responses in this category mostly relate to climate change. 
A majority simply included the statement “Needs Review: 
Contains content that may conflict with SO 3431 or EO 14253,” 
adding that they were flagging their respective materials 
“out of an abundance of caution.” Even if there was no ex
plicit mention of climate change in the SO instructions, 
managers at national parks such as Acadia, Glacier, Rocky 
Mountain, Olympic, and others—presumably responding 
to the White House’s well-known antipathy toward this 
subject—offered up on the SO’s sacrificial altar extensively 
developed interpretive materials on climate impacts. 

Acadia National Park, arguably once the flagship 
park for NPS climate change interpretation, identified 
for review and removal a score of waysides, including 
signage explaining air quality and atmospheric ozone 
levels, the decline of spruce–fir forests and habitat, and 
the fundamental importance of research in “helping 
park managers make informed decisions.” Acadia’s mana
gers also flagged a sign about Acadia’s RAD resource 
management strategy for resisting, accepting, or directing 
climate change. Five years ago, I devoted a Letter from 
Woodstock called “Thinking and Acting Anew”12 to 
Acadia’s pioneering application of RAD in the National 
Park System. In the wake of the SO, signs on climate 
change and Indigenous history have been removed 
from two heavily visited sites, Cadillac Mountain and 
the Great Meadows wetlands, and from the Sieur du 
Monts Nature Center.

“The brochure ‘Losing a Namesake’ is a popular and well-
researched brochure that is available to visitors,” reported 
Glacier National Park managers. “Visitors frequently 
have questions about glaciers, so this brochure was created to 
help address these questions. . . .  [T]he data has been thor
oughly vetted with resource experts and is supported by 
current science.” Yet, Glacier officials decided to leave 
it up to higher authorities to rewrite the narrative as 

needed: “We will be doing a reprint soon . . .  specifically, we 
are interested in any comments on the second page under 
“Why are the glaciers shrinking?” and “What can be done?” 

Within this category, however, a few outlier responses 
were also recorded. There were stalwart, but likely 
forlorn attempts by park managers to infuse the SO 
with a measure of practicality, pleading the case for 
upgrading degraded exhibits and waysides. “Waysides at 
AMCH are worn,” reported Amache National Historic 
Site, and “do not comply with ADA standards, and are not 
reflective of the most recent scholarship.” Grand Canyon 
National Park declared that most of their exhibits 

“Popular and well-researched,” this brochure from Glacier National Park presents irrefutable 
evidence of climate change impacts on the park’s namesake features.
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A sampling of park interpretive material that falls into the “Abundance of Caution” category.  

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT   

A panel on air pollution impacts, Rocky Mountain National Park; a QR-coded panel at Acadia National Park inviting visitors to share nature observations that could be helpful in monitoring climate 
change; a weather-worn wayside at Amache National Historic Site; a Junior Ranger activity page from Big Cypress National Preserve / Biscayne National Park / Everglades National Park.
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were overdue for replacement and “of our 400 waysides, 
approximately 70% of them need to be replaced due to sun 
damage and other degradation.”

While interpretive materials dealing with Black, Native 
American, and Women’s history were being flagged 
for possible removal across the National Park System, 
Natchez Trace Parkway interpreted “disparagement” 
rather differently. There, staff took the opportunity to 
critique older signs that they believed unfairly treated 
Black and Native American people and events. Park 
managers reported that a sign placing a photograph of 
a Civil War Black soldier serving with the United States 
Colored Troops (USCT) right next to a Confederate 
flag “does not address the purpose or importance of the 
photographed soldier nor the USCT as a whole, which is 
disparaging to those who fought.” The Natchez staff also 
flagged their “Red Dog Road” routed sign about Choctaw 
Chief Ofahoma, or “Red Dog,” as disparaging to Native 
Americans. The current sign reads, “like other Choctaw, 
he had accepted the way of his European neighbors” which, 
parkway managers noted, “diminishes the forced removal of 
all native tribes and is disparaging to these Americans.” 

Applying the SO’s directions literally—or perhaps to 
make a point—C&O Canal National Historical Park 
asked for clarification on whether its Lockhouse 22 
Wayside, which recounted the story of an inebriated 
lockkeeper who allowed a canal boat loaded with coal to 
sink in the lock, “could potentially be seen as denigrating 
the lockkeeper.” Similarly, as reported in the Washington 
Post, “Glen Canyon National Recreation Area in Ari
zona asked for clarification about whether displays on 
California condors’ return from the brink of extinction 
disparage hunters “or tell a success??”13

ANYTHING AND EVERYTHING
This category of park managers, taking no chances, zeal
ously listed just about every single interpretive panel 
and publication in their respective parks. Some possibly 
discerned the practical difficulty DOI reviewers would 
face in going over mountains of interpretive material. 
Or given the unprecedented numbers of people in acting 
jobs, perhaps some of these managers were nervous 
about holding onto their temporary promotions, or 
maybe, seeking advancement, they wanted to impress 
their bosses by their responsiveness to the SO.

 “We are submitting photos of all of the exhibits found within 
the museum,” reported managers at Arlington House, 
The Robert E. Lee Memorial. “We decided to submit 
all exhibits so they can be reviewed in their entirety.” Big 

Bend National Park sent in images of signs describing 
everything from fossil discoveries to declining flows 
on the Colorado River. “These wayside exhibits describe 
natural features,” wrote park managers, “but emphasize 
‘matters unrelated to the beauty, abundance, or grandeur 
of said natural feature.’” The park, however, stated they 
did not “advocate changing these wayside exhibits, unless 
scientific methods or new information identify a better 
interpretation.” All the same, the Washington Post reports 
many of Big Bend’s geologic and natural history signs are 
targeted by DOI for removal.14 

Cape Hatteras National Seashore managers also worried 
that their various signs explaining the dynamics of coastal 
erosion, an ever-present reality of life on barrier islands, 
“might not focus on the grandeur, beauty and abundance.” 
The park desired higher review for the temporary public 
signs put up to explain a $3.6-million project to rehabilitate 
Ocracoke Light Station. The signs described how the work 
would mitigate “reasonably foreseeable” storms and related 

Big Bend National Park and Cape Hatteras National Seashore submitted images of exhibits featuring 
seemingly non-controversial natural history subjects.
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flooding, exacerbated by sea level rise.”15 Taking no chances, 
Hatteras flagged no fewer than 20 interpretive signs, many 
located in their excellent Discovery Center, including 
panels on ocean currents, shorebirds, and the life-cycle 
of sea turtles. One gets the feeling that someone at the 
Center, unable to decipher what the SO was asking for, just 
instructed a park interpreter to photograph everything on 
the walls and send it in. 

San Juan Islands National Historical Park tagged an 
exhibit panel on prairie landscape decline due in part to 
invasive Canada thistle, cheatgrass, and tansy ragwort, 
and the introduction of non-native European rabbits. 
Similarly, Cumberland Gap National Historical Park 
flagged for review a sign on the woolly adelgid insect 
pest. Canyonlands National Park submitted for review 
wayside text that “introduce visitors to biological soil crust 
and its ecological services.” Park managers sought guidance 
“on whether the text describing negative outcomes associated 
with loss of soil crusts is within [the] scope of Secretary’s 
Order 3431.”

Some park submittals reflected the pervasiveness of 
the paranoia the SO successfully induced. As first 
reported in National Parks Traveler, park managers at 
Guilford Courthouse National Military Park were 
concerned about a sign in the park that explained “the 
Founding Fathers’ desire for a president, ‘not a king’ to lead 
the fledgling United States of America.” No doubt they 
feared this basic statement of fact might incur the ire 

of the sitting president, who has made no secret of his 
monarchical inclinations.16

Not even visitor convenience and safety messages seemed 
exempt from the SO’s reach. Fort Sumter and Fort 
Moultrie National Historical Park flagged for review 
the instructions for its water bottle filling stations that 
encouraged visitors to use refillable water bottles rather 
than single-use plastics. Rocky Mountain National Park 
recommended review of a wayside about infestations of 
pine beetles that also warned park visitors to look up and 
“watch for falling trees while hiking, camping, or picnicking 
in the park.” Cape Hatteras National Seashore flagged a 
sign that included a beach safety warning to prospective 
swimmers on how to survive being caught in a rip current. 

OVERACHIEVERS 
This last category of submissions is perhaps the most 
discouraging. These park managers showed themselves 
willing to not only identify targets for editing or erasure, 
but to suggest helpful ways to get the job done. 

Fort Pulaski National Monument selected for review 
several movable signs that among other topics addressed 
the acute danger to the low-lying fort posed by recurrent 
storms and the rise in sea level. The park described these 
materials as “temporary interpretive signage that allows 
for topical interpretation inside Fort Pulaski that can also 
be quickly stored and dismantled by park staff during park 
storm/hurricane prep.” With no discernable irony, they 

Guilford Courthouse National Military Park submitted a photo of an exhibit whose topic has taken on new significance today.
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reported, “Because of this, most FOPU interpretive content 
can be quickly and easily edited, if necessary.” 

The anxious managers at Harpers Ferry National His­
torical Park flagged over 30 items for higher scrutiny, 
including a text box from their Civil War Driving Tour 
titled “In Their Own Words, the Cause of the Civil War.” 
The suspect text directly quotes from primary sources, 
citing original state secession declarations, including 
Mississippi’s, which stated: “Our position is thoroughly 
identified with the institution of slavery.” Also quoted is 
Confederate Vice President Alexander Stephens’ well-
known “Cornerstone” speech, in which he declared, 
“[Slavery] was the immediate cause of the late rupture and 
present revolution.” Former NPS Chief Historian Dwight 
T. Pitcaithley has authored no fewer than five scholarly 
books on state secession documents,17 irrefutably 
backing up the park’s text. Harpers Ferry managers 
acknowledged in their response to the SO that the text 
was “true,” but they still asked “is this considered cherry 
picking and denigrating southerners?” “If it needs to be 
changed,” they obligingly offered, “we can just remove this 
text box.” 

Antietam National Battlefield also flagged for review 
many excellent interpretive materials, including the 
contextual framework used for the park’s visitor center 
exhibits, organized around the universal concepts of 
“Conflict, Terror, Survival, Freedom, and Memory.” They 
explained, “This approach provided a framework . . .  an 
entry point for all visitors to connect with the material.” It 
was still submitted for review “out of an abundance of 
caution.” And “if they’re determined to be in conflict with the 
EO/SO,” the park helpfully suggested, “we’d simply take 
them down. They’re taped to the wall.”

Wilson’s Creek National Battle­
field submitted a reproduction of 
“The Scourged Back,” a famous 1863 
image of the lacerated back of Peter 
Gordon, a formerly enslaved man 
from Louisiana. An identical copy of 
the image displayed at a Fort Pulaski 
wayside had been removed, and after 
public protest, restored. In this case, 
Wilson’s Creek managers explained 
that they thought “the photo speaks 
for itself” and that “the abuse and 
violence are rooted in historical 
evidence and factual materials to 
support it.” Yet, they were concerned 
that the image “could be viewed as 

Specificity and generality: A driving tour guide at Harpers Ferry National Historical Park was 
flagged because of precise language taken from secessionist states themselves identifying slavery 
as the cause of the Civil War (TOP), while Antietam  National Battlefield submitted panels focused 
on universal feelings evoked by violent combat (BOTTOM).

inappropriately disparaging to the slaveholding population 
with the associated text that highlights abuse, violence, 
and a system that ignored human rights.” This statement 
demonstrates just how obsequious some NPS managers 
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can become in this climate of fear, but you have only 
to look at the abrupt removal of signs at Independence 
National Historical Park, ordered by DOI, to fully grasp 
what scares them. 
 
UNCERTAIN FUTURE
All told, the DOI database identified approximately 800 
items flagged for review in approximately 140 out of 433 
national parks. My analysis of park submissions reveals a 
significant degree of variability in the way park managers 
responded to the SO, with some standing up for integrity 
even in this current environment of fear and insecurity. 
Nevertheless, much damage is being done across the 
National Park System. Signs and other displays have 
been ordered removed, or have been removed, from 
approximately two dozen parks to date.18 Several of these 
acts of censorship are being actively challenged, and a 
few, including at Stonewall National Monument and 
Independence National Historical Park, have been fully 
or partially reversed by court orders or legal settlements.19 

A March 2026 article by Heather Richards in E&E News 
suggests that the Trump Administration may “have 
bitten off more than they could chew” and that the 

whole campaign might be “bogging down.” The envi
ronmental news site further reported that an internal 
NPS review team “broke up after a few months” and 
pointed out that—in what one might describe as an 
ironic example of unintended consequences—the 
severity of NPS staffing cuts have further slowed the 
whole process down. The article described NPS staff as 
“frustrated and angry” about the SO, and anonymously 
quoted a park ranger as saying, “This is precisely the 
opposite of what we swore an oath to do.”20 

Of course, the administration has many other tools 
at its disposal. “A small group of DOI employees has 
been reviewing new submissions for National Park 
Service websites since February,” reported Richards 
in a follow-up article, “in part evaluating the material 
for compliance with President Donald Trump’s 2025 
mandate to present a more positive history of the coun
try at its many historic sites, battlefields and natural 
wonders. . . .  One NPS employee described the new 
process as a ‘total lockdown’ on information — part of a 
larger effort at Interior to restrict who can communicate 
with the public and what gets said.”21

The wholesale removal of interpretive panels and video from the President’s House exhibit at  Independence National Historical Park is the subject of an ongoing lawsuit. This image of the right half of a panel 
titled “The House and the People Who Worked & Lived in It” rankled the Trump administration with its straightforward description of Washington’s slave-holding, including manuevers to prevent his enslaved 
household from being freed under Pennsylvania law.
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REFLECTION AND REFOUNDATION 
Some day in the future, after the second Trump Admini
stration, it should be possible for NPS to look back 
at SO 3431, and its problematic response to it, as an 
extraordinary stress test of NPS fidelity to historical and 
scientific truths: one of a series of stress tests that the 
agency was subjected to under this administration. There 
are lessons NPS can learn from all of them: assessing 
sources of weakness and vulnerability, as well as strength 
and resiliency. 

One obvious vulnerability is the toxic relationship 
between NPS and the department that oversees it. Any 
conversation around Refoundation, building a more 
robust conservation future, should consider ways 
to extricate an undermined NPS from the growing 
domination of DOI. For decades now, one function after 
another has been stripped away from the department’s 
bureaus, including NPS, and consolidated within an 
ever-expanding DOI—a trend that is being drastically 
accelerated under the current administration. If this 
process remains unchecked, favoring façade at the 
expense of substance, NPS is at risk of becoming 
increasingly diminished, much like Lewis Carroll’s 
disappearing Cheshire Cat, where only the feline’s 
fading grin is left. 

When I was a park superintendent, I remember reading 
a detailed account of how, in 1992, Hurricane Andrew 
impacted the South Florida national parks and their 
staff. The report addressed the incredible strain placed 

on NPS employees as they tried to protect park visitors 
and resources, and at the same time safeguard their 
own families and homes. It was a candid appraisal that 
looked at lessons learned that might be applicable 
in scenario planning and leadership training for 
responding to future disasters. 

NPS will need to undertake a similar effort to evaluate 
the hurricane-like impact that this administration is 
having on our National Park System, and on the well-
being of its staff. If such an evaluation can be done, then 
widely shared and honestly discussed, perhaps one day 
in the future NPS employees might be better prepared—
legally, ethically, and psychologically—should they again 
have to navigate trials of a similar magnitude. 

I conclude this letter with a few poignant words from 
a colloquy that took place on the floor of the House of 
Representatives in March 2026. New Mexico Representa
tive Melanie Stansbury rose with several colleagues 
to collectively speak out against the acts of erasure in 
national parks. “This is our true history as a nation,” said 
Stansbury, “not something we should be ashamed of, but 
what has shaped who we are.” Her compatriot, California 
Representative Doris Matsui, who was born in a Japanese 
American internment camp, eloquently appealed to 
NPS not to remove references to the incarceration she, 
her family, and so many others endured. “History is not 
just something we remember,” cautioned Matsui, “it is 
something that teaches. When we strip away the truth, we 
strip away all the warnings that go along with it.”22
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