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The Changing Face of the Country:
Environmental History and the Legacy of the
Civil War at Stones River National Battlefield

Rebecca Conard

In 1927, Congress authorized the War Department to acquire a portion of the site near
Murfreesboro, Tennessee, where the Battle of Stones River took place. This marked the cul-
mination of nearly three decades of agitation for a park by war veterans, North and South.
The authorizing legislation directed the War Department to “carefully study the available
records and historical data with respect to the location and movement of all troops which
engaged in the battle of Stones River [December 31, 1862–January 2, 1863] and the impor-
tant events connected therewith, with a view of preserving and marking such field for histor-
ical and professional military study.” A commission appointed to survey the battlefield area
for a feasible site selected approximately 325 acres situated adjacent to the 20-acre Stones
River National Cemetery, a logical choice because the enabling legislation provided for inclu-
sion of the cemetery, established in 1865 as the final resting place for more than 6,000 Union
soldiers, including US Colored Troops. In 1930, this law was amended to enable the War
Department to construct roads and walkways and to landscape the grounds.1

Except for the national cemetery and three existing monuments, all of the land selected
for park development was privately owned. Land condemnation and acquisition proceed-
ings took place over a five-year period from 1929 through 1934. Park development, howev-
er, began in 1931. The first item of business was to remove all traces of human occupation
that post-dated the war, in this case the central area of a sprawling, semi-rural African Ameri-
can community known variously as The Cedars or Cemetery. The first name designates a
hamlet located in and around a grove of cedar trees; the second designates the larger African
American settlement of which it was a part. Both names indicate the hamlet’s proximity to
the national cemetery.2 A 1929 War Department inventory of property details the quality of
the land and improvements thereon: 17 houses, three cabins, eight barns, one smokehouse,
one chicken shed, 11 miscellaneous sheds, four wells, 730 fruit trees (identified as peach in
some instances), 1,000 blackberry vines, 200 grape vines, two churches, and one store.3 The
two church buildings, the only structures known to have been relocated, were moved

The George Wright Forum, vol. 28, no. 2, pp. 161–181 (2011).
© 2011 The George Wright Society. All rights reserved.

(No copyright is claimed for previously published material reprinted herein.)
ISSN 0732-4715. Please direct all permission requests to info@georgewright.org.



approximately one-half mile north, near a third church, a one-room school house, and the
African American burial ground known as Evergreen Graveyard, situated near another grove
of cedar trees. At least one more store, a combination general store and gas station, plus other
farmsteads, dwellings, and outbuildings lay outside the area slated for parkland.4 The actual
number of people displaced in harder to calculate because several parcels were by then
owned in estate by multiple heirs.Nonetheless, the inventory attests to the presence of a rural
hamlet sustained in large part by agriculture, although most of the land on which the hamlet
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Figure 1. Map of Stones River National Military Park, ca. 1934, National Park Service. Courtesy
Stones River National Battlefield. The auto tour road entrance, marked by a bent arrow, was then locat-
ed at the intersection of Nashville Pike and Van Cleve Lane (unmarked). Tour stops, indicated by num-
bers, were (1) Hazen’s Brigade Monument (1863), (2) the Slaughter Pen site, (3) probably the
Defense of Nashville Pike site, (4) the US Regulars Monument (1888) at Stones River National
Cemetery. Van Cleve Lane running north ends at the Artillery Monument (1906).
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sat contained limestone outcroppings of various densities, and fully one-third of the 325
acres was untillable.5

Although African Americans owned the greater number of parcels, which ranged in size
from 1–17 acres, approximately half the total acreage was held by a handful of white land-
owners, some of them from locally prominent families.6 Judging by a 1931 newspaper arti-
cle, white residents of Murfreesboro approved of the park because it replaced what was con-
sidered a blighted area. An unnamed reporter was of the opinion that the “most marked
improvement,” involved removal of “the score or more negro cabins and an old church
which clustered along the winding Van Cleave [sic] lane.”7 George Chandler, however, the
army officer responsible for compiling the 1929 property inventory,was troubled by the land
acquisition process:

As I check and recheck the recapitulation I cannot help but wonder what sort of an idea it all
conveys to anyone who has not been on the ground and lived in the community. . . . The
negro holdings are a strange problem. The houses are in general worthless, and yet, they are
the family’s home and we are displacing the family which must find a new home some place.8

Indeed, it had been home to some families for two or three generations, and not all of them
relocated willingly. Percy Minter, born in one of those houses in 1914, grew up on an 11-acre
tract that had enough arable land for the family to grow cotton. After his father died in 1922,
Percy and some of his six siblings worked the land along with their mother until the federal
government took their property. The Minters held out until 1932, when they finally sold the
property under court order.9 Minter recalls that a trusted friend of the family told his moth-
er:

‘Rowena, don’t go nowhere.’ He say, ‘we goin’ to get you more money.’ We had eleven acres.
This white fellow . . . he had two acres there. They gave him more for them two acres than
they wanted to give my mother for them eleven acres. We stayed there [until] 1932.10

Between October 1931, when land clearance began, and July 1932, when the park was
dedicated, the site of Cemetery Community was transformed. Where there had been hous-
es, outbuildings, fruit orchards, and two churches clustered along Van Cleve Lane, together
with gardens, stone and wood rail fences, and cultivated fields, theWar Department attempt-
ed to recreate a battlefield landscape, albeit with a modern road to make that landscape ac-
cessible to automobile tourists. Stone masonry columns topped with pyramids of ten-inch
cannon balls flanked a park entrance where Van Cleve Lane intersected Nashville Highway
(now paved and also known as the Dixie Highway), and 2,500 new trees, shrubs, and other
plants lined the park road. Cast-metal historical markers interpreted battle actions, and wire
fencing marked the park perimeter.11

At the time, the practice of removing all traces of material culture not associated with the
slice of history being preserved was the reigning principle of historic preservation in gener-
al and national park development more specifically: to preserve a moment rather than a con-
tinuum of time. After military parks were transferred from the War Department to the



Environmental History in National Parks

The George Wright Forum164

Figure 2. Land acquisition map for Stones River National Military Park, US War Department, 1929.
The smaller parcels in the center contained most of the buildings in The Cedars. Courtesy Stones River
National Battlefield.
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Department of Interior in 1933 by executive order of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, the
National Park Service continued to improve Stones River.With assistance through two New
Deal relief agencies, the Civil Works Administration and the Public Works Administration,
the NPS supervised work crews that cleared rock piles, broke up the remaining fence rows,
and disposed of “rubbish” associated with land use by the residents of Cemetery Com-
munity.12 NPS landscape architects introduced landscaping techniques such as screen plant-
ings and trimmed grassy areas so the park “could readily be used as a recreational area to

Figure 3. Stones River National Military Park Commission photograph, 1928. Courtesy Stones River
National Battlefield. The caption with this photograph indicates that the building visible in the left back-
ground is a church. With this identification as a firm clue, the vantage point of the photographer would
have been facing southwest from the intersection of Nashville Highway and Van Cleve Lane. Thus, it
is likely that the house and outbuildings on the right were situated on the Minter property, a triangular
parcel bounded by both roads.

Figure 4. South entrance to Stones River National Military Park at Van Cleve Lane from the Nashville
Highway. The view in the distance is where The Cedars was located.



serve the people of Murfreesboro.” Because the size of the park, less than one-tenth of the
battlefield area, made it impossible to interpret the full extent of military actions where they
had occurred, NPS Chief Historian Verne Chatelain recommended developing a recreation-
al area with tables, benches, fireplaces or grills, segregated comfort stations, running water,
and a museum “to serve as a focus for the educational work at the park.”13 However, funding
was never available to implement these recreational and interpretive elements. Wayside
markers provided some geographic context, and the park offered ranger-led tours for those
who wanted more information. Until 1956, Chickamauga–Chattanooga National Military
Park administered Stones River, and the only on-site manager was the superintendent of the
national cemetery. With the exception of periodic road improvements and construction of
utility buildings, the park remained minimally developed until the 1960s.14

The National Park Service has considered “landscape” fundamental to interpretation at
battlefield parks ever since they were transferred from the War Department in 1933. Verne
Chatelain, the first chief historian, articulated a concept of site-based interpretation that was
to become ubiquitous in historical parks. As Chatelain recalled in a 1961 interview with
Charles Hosmer, he “found very little evidence of any kind of program which served as an
example or a precedent for what we wanted to do”when he joined the NPS in 1931.He went
on to explain that, “for many years the War Department had been entrusted with the nation-
al battlefield sites … but the opportunity to get a reasonably credible, accurate story with all
the devices that would make for a clear understanding of what happened there was simply
lacking.”15 The way to a clear understanding at a battlefield site, in the thinking of the 1930s,
was to mark the landscape with interpretive signage, including maps, so that visitors could
envision the dramatic event as it unfolded.

In this sense, Chatelain saw landscape as a stage, whereas one of his contemporaries,
geographer Carl O.Sauer, had just introduced the concept of “cultural landscapes” as a com-
plex geography “derived in each case from the natural landscape, [with] man expressing his
place in nature as a distinct agent of modification.”16 Sauer’s historical-anthropological
approach to geography had no apparent influence on Chatelain, and actually, little influence
outside the confines of cultural geography in the United States until J.B. Jackson founded
Landscape Magazine in 1951. Through its pages, Sauer’s thinking began to reach a wider
audience.17 Over the past three decades, however, cultural geography has transformed into
an interdisciplinary field of landscape studies, which has greatly influenced the evaluation
and management of cultural resources in the National Park Service.18 Yet this influence has
not extended very far when it comes to telling the stories inherent in our national parks. Civil
War battlefields, which typically have extensive land areas, may be ideally suited for using
cultural landscape approaches to interpret the significance of the Civil War more fully: in
addition to the terrain of battle, the landscape is just as useful for interpreting the slave-based
plantation economy overturned by the Civil War and the land-based communities of freed
people who struggled for purchase in a new agricultural regime.

Fast forward to the decade-long NPS capital improvement program known as Mission
66, which ran from 1956 to 1966. Stones River National Battlefield was among the many
parks developed or redeveloped during this period. To lay the groundwork for park devel-
opment and new interpretive programs, Chief Historian Edwin Bearss conducted extensive
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research to map the fields, fence lines, and structures present during the battle. Among many
interesting features, the Bearss map depicts a dense cedar brake and cedar woods covering
much of the land selected for the park.19 During the war, this particular area became known
as the “Slaughter Pen” for the intense fighting that took place here. On December 31, 1862,
Union forces took up defensive positions amid large limestone outcroppings and cedar trees.
Under this cover, Union soldiers stalled a Confederate assault, but the terrain hampered
communication and coordination, and casualties were high for both sides. Gradually, Con-
federate troops weakened the Union position; and when Union soldiers tried to retreat, the
trees and limestone boulders that initially had provided cover now hampered their move-
ment. Essentially, the boulders and trees became a snare as men moved in retreat. Although
the Battle of Stones River would yield a Union victory, the cost was nearly 24,000 casualties,
and heavy loss of life took place in the Slaughter Pen. Today, this area is a key interpretive
site.

The Bearss map, compiled for general management purposes, provided important
information for natural resource management at the park. It also led to specific landscape
interpretation efforts, notably broken cannon in the Slaughter Pen area and an interpretive

Figure 5. Detail of Historical Fence and Ground Cover Map, Stones River National Battlefield, Na-
tional Park Service, 1962. Note the “dense cedar brake” and “cedar woods” in the lower left quad-
rant. Courtesy Stones River National Battlefield.



cotton field near Nashville Highway where one existed at the time of the battle and where the
Minters were still growing cotton when they gave up their 11-acre home place in 1932. The
museum in the visitor center presented a more family-oriented interpretation of the war
emphasizing the common experiences of (white) soldiers who fought on both sides rather
than the complex military actions of battle. This interpretive approach, which became stan-
dard at Civil War battlefield parks, conveniently ignored the obvious link between past and
present and continued a long-established pattern of reconciliation through commemoration
that began in the late 19th century.20 Ironically, dedication of the new visitor center in April
1964 took place in the midst of a raging congressional debate over pending civil rights legis-
lation and in the midst of the Civil War centennial. Interpreting the human side of soldiers in
blue and gray thus gave the appearance of modernity without entangling the National Park
Service in the new civil war being fought at public schools, at lunch counters in public
places, on public transportation, at polling places, and in the press.21 In this respect, it con-
tinued the official policy of non-discrimination at national parks without acknowledging that
African Americans were central to the Civil War story or considering the implications of
black-middle-class participation in the post-World War II automobile tourism boom.22

As the Mission 66 build-out took place, American society was in the midst of transfor-
mative change. The National Park Service reacted in various ways. In the late 1960s, NPS
Director George Hartzog and Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall embarked on reshap-
ing the system to include recreational areas, scenic rivers, and national trails. This was a con-
tinued response to increasing numbers of park visitors as well as new national-level concerns
for the environment. Passage of the General Authorities Act in 1970 officially redefined the
system to include parkways and recreational areas.23 Dwight Rettie argues that the 1970 act
also represented the first time that “Congress clearly recognized that the national park sys-
tem is something more than the sum of its parts,” that, in the whole, “it is a statement about
our national patrimony.”24 As prodigiously documented by Michael Kammen, the national
pride fostered byWorldWar II intensified in the post-war years, then twisted in myriad ways
to become an institutionalized and commercialized “heritage syndrome,” which continues
unabated and increasingly blurs the line between “history” and “heritage.”25 The National
Park Service has not been entirely immune to this phenomenon, although NPS resource
management protocols and an increasing emphasis on the educative function of national
parks have been mitigating forces.26

As Rettie observes, 1970 marks the point where national patrimony superseded patriot-
ism as an underlying rationale for developing the national park system.The concept of a rep-
resentative national park system took hold under Udall’s successor,Walter J. Hickel. During
his short tenure as secretary of the interior (1969–1970), Hickel issued a memorandum
directing the Park Service to “protect and exhibit the best examples” of America’s land-
scapes and undersea environments as well as the “life communities that grow and dwell
therein[,] and the important landmarks of our history.” Hickel further directed the Park
Service to remedy “serious gaps and inadequacies” in the system in order that Americans
could “understand their heritage of history and the natural world.”27 In response,NPS devel-
oped the National Park System Plan (1972), which expanded the thematic framework devel-
oped under the 1935 Historic Sites Act and established an elaborate taxonomic matrix to
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treat all major aspects of American history—as then perceived—and to represent the full
range of natural resources.”28

Since 1972, the national park system has grown to include an impressive, if not fully rep-
resentative, array of historic places. Today, the system encompasses more than 390 park
units, and nearly half of them are classified variously as historical parks, historic sites, nation-
al battlefields, and national memorials. In terms of acreage, historical units account for a mere
fraction—less than 300,000 acres—of the more than 84,000,000 acres protected by the Na-
tional Park Service.29 But their value cannot be calculated in terms of acreage. As the nation’s
education policies have narrowed to privilege science and math and hardened around stan-
dards-based pedagogy, national parks increasingly have been seen as important places for
interpreting the diversity and complexity of American history and culture. To facilitate the
telling of more inclusive stories, the NPS framework for history was completely reconceptu-
alized in the early 1990s, when the traditional periods and themes anchored in Euroameri-
can experience were replaced with “eight concepts that encompass the multi-faceted and
interrelated nature of human experience.”30

Although many of the new historical units established since 1972 represent a continua-
tion of established patterns—presidential birthplaces and homes, forts, and sites associated
with or commemorating wars—the majority speak to a broadened view of American history,
thanks in large part to the modern “rights” movements, which moved the system closer to
representing America’s pluralistic character. Many relatively young parks reflect rising
demand for recognition and respect among groups long marginalized in American society
and American history.31 Amplifying the concept of national parks as conservators of nation-
al patrimony, the National Park System Advisory Board, in its 2001 report Rethinking the
National Parks for the 21st Century, called upon the agency to think of parks as places to tell
America’s history “faithfully, completely, and accurately” because “our nation’s history is our
civic glue.”32 In the past decade, the National Park Service has embraced civic engagement as
one way to distance national parks from the heritage movement.33

To these policy shifts one must add the current initiative to reinterpret Civil War sites,
which began in 1998 when several NPS professionals met in Nashville to discuss a range of
issues at Civil War parks, including the need for interpretation based on modern historiog-
raphy. Then in 2000, at the urging of US Representative Jesse Jackson, Jr., Congress direct-
ed the secretary of the interior to encourage NPS managers at Civil War sites to “recognize
… the unique role that the institution of slavery played in causing the Civil War.” This led
to another forum of park superintendents and scholars, out of which came Rally on the High
Ground, a guidebook of sorts for beginning the process of acknowledging slavery as the
underlying cause of the Civil War and the consequences of the war for the nation as a
whole.34

All of these policy directions have converged at Civil War historic sites to create a com-
plex resource management situation. Stones River National Battlefield is thus not unique in
this respect, but it is one place where park management pursues an integrated approach to
natural and cultural resource management. More to the point, integrated resource manage-
ment has created an opening to employ analytic approaches associated with environmental
history, notably the interdisciplinary scholarship of cultural landscape studies, to address



both aspects of the park’s resource management responsibilities. Since the 1930s, the park
has expanded to more than 600 acres and now includes approximately 3,000 linear feet of
earthen works associated with Fortress Rosecrans, a 200-acre enclosure where the Union
Army decamped in 1863 to hold the Chattanooga and Nashville Railroad line, a major objec-
tive of the Battle of Stones River. The earthen works, subject to erosion and structural dis-
ruption from burrowing animals, trees, and woody plants, pose one set of challenging preser-
vation problems. The park routinely partners with community organizations and professors
at nearby Middle Tennessee State University to maintain a historically representative ecolo-
gy throughout the park.

Additionally, the park now protects within its boundaries a 185-acre cedar glade (a type
of barrens) that has been designated a state natural area. The protected glade includes the
battle area known as the Slaughter Pen. So, too, it represents the untillable land described in
the 1929 inventory of property acquired for the initial park. This is no historical coinci-
dence. Available evidence suggests that Cemetery Community emerged in this area of the
former battlefield for three primary reasons: the presence of a contraband camp near Fortress
Rosecrans; the corresponding formation of US Colored Troops (USCT) from among the
contraband who gathered at Fortress Rosecrans, many of whom mustered out of service at
Nashville; and the presence of Stones River National Cemetery, established in 1865. Cir-
cumstantial evidence points to poor-quality land as a fourth reason.

The Civil War diary of Jabez Cox, a soldier with the 133rd Regiment of Indiana Vol-
unteers, which was detailed to Fortress Rosecrans from June through August 1864, contains
an entry suggesting that the large contraband camp near Fortress Rosecrans might have been
located in the vicinity of what is now the national park.35 Another entry notes that the US
Army was hiring African American refugees “by the month” to tend “several hundred acres
of government cotton in this vicinity,” meaning land either abandoned by Confederate loyal-
ists or confiscated by the occupying Union troops.36 When the 133rd Regiment left Fortress
Rosecrans to return to Indiana, Cox recorded a final entry describing the “face of the coun-
try” around Murfreesboro:

The face of the country had changed a great deal since we went to Murfreesboro the corn and
cotton was then small the corn is now ripe and the pods of cotton bursting. The country gen-
erally looks desolate [An] old cotton press and an occasional dwelling with a few cultivated
fields was all the signs of civilization seen37

The next year, in 1865, the federal government established Stones River National Cem-
etery near the intersection of Van Cleve Lane and Nashville Highway.WilliamHolland, a for-
mer slave and veteran of the 111th Regiment, US Colored Infantry, worked for many years
at the national cemetery and eventually purchased land nearby.38 Holland’s story was
repeated as other USCT veterans took up farming or found work as laborers in the national
cemetery and became part of the African American settlement taking shape in the surround-
ing countryside. The War Department hired African Americans to retrieve and re-bury bod-
ies, build the graveled cemetery lanes and limestone perimeter wall, landscape the grounds,
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and maintain the whole. The federal government also established a field office of the Freed-
men’s Bureau in Murfreesboro, which provided an additional measure of security for a time.
The commander of federal forces supporting the Murfreesboro field office assumed that the
military would be entirely responsible for protecting “this unfortunate class of people” since
“truly they cannot be left to the tender mercies of their former masters, the majority of whom
may be disposed to treat them with kindness, but many are vindictive and treat them with
cruelty.”39 At war’s end, federal officials grappled with the issue of where thousands of freed
people in the city and surrounding area were to settle permanently. In the summer of 1865,
officials were trying to locate “some good plantation to put Freedmen on” since most of the
abandoned land had already been leased out.40 In a society keen to regain its agrarian econ-
omy, tillable land was a valuable commodity, and white farmers had priority access to good
cropland.41

As of 1870, approximately 16,500 African Americans were living in Rutherford County,
nearly 50% of the population.42 Although the scars of battle were still evident on the land, a
contemporary account indicates that the approximately 4,000 acres on which the Battle of
Stones River was fought were once again producing corn and cotton. “Timber is scarce in
this region, but wherever any could be found, it bore the marks of battle,”wrote a correspon-
dent for the Cincinnati Commercial Tribune in 1869. “At present,” he continued, “the
largest portion of the battlefield of Stone [sic] River is in cultivation, and where the san-
guinary conflict once raged are now to be found fields of corn and cotton.” Interestingly, dur-
ing his inspection of the former battlefield, the newspaper correspondent spoke only with
African Americans, one of whom told him that the Ku Klux Klan had recently “acted awful
bad right about here and drove more than a hundred colored people away from their
crops.”43 This statement suggests that many African Americans were tending their own
fields. Legal documents present a clearer picture. In 1870, slightly more than 1,500 African
Americans were enumerated in Civil District 9 of Rutherford County, the boundaries of
which included much of Cemetery Community. Adult males and older children typically
worked as farm laborers, although as many as six men identified as “farmers” owned real
property. By 1880, approximately 30 African Americans, including three women, owned
land in District 9. Many of them owned only a few acres, but several had landholdings of
between 25 and 100 acres, indicating an established agricultural settlement comprising pri-
marily blacks, although many of them still tended land owned by whites.44

As the 1870 and 1880 censuses make clear, the majority of African Americans associat-
ed with Cemetery Community tilled the soil, either as farm owners, sharecroppers, or farm
laborers. Land in or near the cedar brake and cedar woods, gradually parceled out and sold
to African Americans, became the hamlet known as The Cedars.45 Although the legal and
informal means by which this transfer of land ownership took place is the subject of ongoing
study, the size of the landholdings and their location, on marginally productive land, fit a pat-
tern of rural segregation in the South.46

Cemetery Community was only one of several post-emancipation African American set-
tlements to emerge in and around Murfreesboro, and one of thousands throughout the
South. In the aggregate, all of them are important for understanding how the face of the
country changed, particularly in the South, as freed people sought to exercise their rights



Figure 6. Detail of 1938 aerial photograph showing Stones River National Battlefield as the land-
scape appeared at that time. The severity of its karst topography is revealed and the remnants of prop-
erty boundaries in The Cedars are clearly visible.
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and privileges as new citizens in an environment of hostility and resentment. That broad
story is especially poignant at Stones River National Battlefield. Here African Americans
were able to concentrate land ownership and, in concert, establish the social institutions that
not only nurtured community life but sustained it even after the heart of the community was
removed. A series of photographs taken by Albert Kern between 1896 and 1904, during
which time he traveled several times to the battlefield site, provide the best evidence of what
the area looked like at the turn of the 20th century. Although few of Kern’s photographs can
be matched precisely with present-day locations, they nonetheless give us a feel for the land
and people of Cemetery Community.

The cedar glade protected in Stones River National Battlefield has not changed much
in 150 years, but our values have. Cedar glades, a distinctive natural feature of the Central
Basin, are disappearing from Tennessee at an alarming rate because of urban development,
which is particularly intense in the metropolitan Nashville area. Seventeen of the 29 plant
species endemic to Tennessee are present in the park,which, since 2001, has been an impor-
tant site for the recovery of two federally endangered species, Pyne’s ground plum (Astra-
galus bibullatus) and Tennessee purple coneflower (Echinacea tennesseensis). In 2006, the
park received a Governor’s Environmental Stewardship Award for Excellence in Natural
Heritage Conservation to recognize its native habitat restoration program. This award came
shortly after the city of Murfreesboro completed construction of a four-lane parkway from
Interstate Highway 24 to create a new, luxuriously landscaped “gateway.”On one side of the
parkway rises a sprawling medical complex; on the other, an upscale shopping mall and con-
ference center.New construction has consumed several hundred acres of land adjacent to the
park. In addition to closing off any opportunity for significant land acquisition to approxi-
mate the 4,000-acre battlefield area, a long-cherished dream of many park supporters, it is

Figure 7. Albert Kern photograph, Stones River Battlefield Collection, late 1890s. The image contains
no identifying information about the names of the two men or the precise location on the former bat-
tlefield, but the terrain and vegetation are consistent with The Cedars. Kern, an attorney in Dayton,
Ohio, photographed battlefield sites as part of the coordinated effort to establish Civil War military
parks. Courtesy Montgomery County Historical Society, Dayton, Ohio.



clear that Stones River National Battlefield now sits as an island in the midst of urban devel-
opment, which has disrupted habitats, generated more traffic and noise, and marred view-
sheds.

The park has always faced the challenge of interpreting a big story in a limited space.
Now this challenge is greater than ever: the story to be told is much more complex, and the
space available has nearly reached its limit, both as congressionally authorized and practica-
bly feasible. To help address this challenge, the park collaborates with many local organiza-
tions and various departments at Middle Tennessee State University, including the Public
History Program, which has developed an umbrella project called “Stones River Battlefield
Historic Landscape” to document and interpret the post-Civil War history of the battlefield
area.This project is part of an ongoing effort by the park to expand the story of the three-day
battle the park was established to commemorate. In the past several years, the park has
installed a new permanent exhibit that addresses slavery and sectionalism. It also has added
wayside exhibits and interpretive programs that address the roles of African Americans in
building Fortress Rosecrans and their service in the USCT.

Rather than present multiple, competing views about the causes and legacy of the Civil
War, the Stones River Battlefield Historic Landscape project aims to foreground “the face of
the country” in order to situate tangled stories of a specific place in ways that help make an
immensely complicated and important national story both intelligible and compelling on a
human, local scale.47 This means giving park users a kind of intellectual freedom as they roam
a landscape permeated with a deep swath of human and natural history. It means interpret-
ing the landscape forthrightly in ways that treat the ground beneath visitors’ feet not only as
a place hallowed by sacrifice but also as a place where Americans, black and white, began the
long and difficult process of creating a new kind of nation. It asks visitors to imagine what
“freedom” meant, literally, on this very ground. And the definition of “freedom” was most
uncertain for the freed people who had to reknit families, make a new community, and figure
out how to thrive in an unfriendly country.

Since 2007, graduate students have been gathering research data and developing inter-
pretive products focused on the story of Cemetery Community. Dozens of graduate students
have combed deeds; court records; manuscript census pages; poll and property tax records;
genealogical data; records of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands;
USCT registers; and other holdings in the park archives, local repositories, and the National
Archives. Their findings have outlined the progression of black land ownership in the park’s
core area, where the spatial pattern of African American holdings coincides topographically
with the poor soils of the cedar glade, and in the surrounding area outside the park, where
arable land is more abundant. Historic photographs from the mid-1890s to the late 1920s
provide visual clues concerning the natural features, agricultural fields, fences, roads, and
structures as well as the people who lived here.48 Oral history is helping to connect family
stories with the land.49 Recently, a team of graduate students distilled masses of data and held
community focus sessions to create design concepts for a new wayside exhibit, which will be
placed along Van Cleve Lane, commemorating the history of Cemetery Community.50

While the story of Cemetery Community is important to document and tell, the research
palette for cultural landscape interpretation in the park is actually broader. Graduate stu-
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dents have also worked closely with park staff to develop a four-part thematic framework for
interpreting the changing landscape of the battlefield area from the Civil War to the present.51

The first theme, “Wasteland,” examines the battle-scarred and denuded landscape that was
consecrated with the establishment of a national cemetery in 1865. The second focuses on
Cemetery Community, which imposed a new community structure and new agricultural
regime on battlefield land. “Commemoration” traces the long history of remembering the
battle, beginning with the erection of Hazen’s Brigade Monument in 1863 and the establish-
ment of Stones River National Cemetery in 1865 through the park’s Mission 66 redevelop-
ment. The fourth, “Landscape Connections,” introduces the more recent environmental
imperatives that added ecological protection and restoration to the park’s resource manage-
ment responsibilities.

Within this framework, there are many interconnected stories that are linked in one way
or another with the park’s purpose, to preserve a battlefield, and its core story. Not only can
these stories enrich the context for new generations to understand the meaning and legacy of
the Civil War, they also link this special place to broader historical questions of scholarly
concern. How, for instance, does the process of African American community-building in
this location compare to various patterns throughout the South during Reconstruction? By
what localized processes did owner-operator farming, sharecropping, and tenant farming
replace the slave-labor system of agriculture, and what differences were manifest in localized
agricultural practices? How is the racialized landscape of memory revealed in national
parks?

Ecological restoration and resource sustainability are major contemporary concerns of
the National Park Service, and a number of scholarly and professional organizations strong-
ly support science- and scholarship-based management of all resources in parks and protect-
ed areas. Environmental history is just one node of scholarship among many disciplines that
inform resource management. However, the lens of environmental history has a wide angle
that enables us to capture the complexities of human interaction with the natural environ-
ment over time.How have people, through time, adapted to or altered the natural landscape,
and with what consequences? How does the land itself help us understand human history?
Asking these kinds of questions can expand and deepen public understanding of a park’s
significance as well as provide a historic perspective on contemporary resource management
concerns.

For more than a century, Civil War battlefield parks effectively enabled Americans to
ignore one of the most important chapters in American history.National parks of course have
not been the only, or even primary, drivers of institutionalized ignorance in this respect, but
we know that national parks are important public places for imparting knowledge. Consider-
ing that approximately 200,000 people visit Stones River National Battlefield each year, the
story of The Cedars and the larger Cemetery Community of which it was part, have consid-
erable potential for helping visitors to understand the legacy of the Civil War in a particular
locale. How did the Civil War change the face of the country, here and elsewhere? The key
to telling this story fairly, and repeatedly, lies in doing what the National Park Service does
best: place-based interpretation.
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