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Have you ever thought about what you^-grab first if your house were 

on fire? After assuring yourself that your family and pets were safe, most of 

you would probably want to save the irreplaceable symbols of your family's 

history: photograpt^albtrms, baby books, old home movies, yearbooks, 

precious nm-scry-school era artwork, baseball cards and your grandmother's 

love letters. 

Hanging in the East Room of the White House is a painting that 

represents just such an irreplaceable symbol of America's history. Every 

time I walk past it, I am transported back to the summer of 1814 when 

Dolley Madison was First Lady. As British soldiers entered Washington on 

August 14, intent on burning the White House and the rest of Washington's 

public buildings to the ground, Mrs. Madison refused to leave the mansion 

until Gilbert Stuart's portrait of George Washington was safely secured and 

on its way -out of the doomed capital. Today, that portrait - the only 

furnishing in the house that survived the fire - hangs proudly in the East 



Room, symbolizing the triumph of democracy over tyranny and reminding 

Americans of their proud heritage. 

As British troops advanced on the city that torrid August day, Stephen 

Pleasonton hachfnst received word in his State Department office that enemy 

troops were coming and he should guard the papers in his office. He took 

the roopousibilily uf fathering together the official papers of the 

revolutionary government - the Declaration of Independence, laws, George 

Washington's letters and the unpublished journals of Congressfas^ he 

commandeered wagons to transport this irreplaceable group of historic 

documents the 35 miles to Leesburg, Va., where he secured them in an 

empty house. The next day he heard the newŝ  every public building in 

Washington had burned to the grounĉ  Btrt the record of tjw^early years o£ "Hvaĉ " 

our nation'D otruggle was saved. 

Unlike 200 years ago when the White House and the State Department 

burned, tnc countFy isa^ffaced with ar siege that-ctrtrid-destroy the precious • 

symbols of its past. Rather, whether by ignorance, indifference or neglect, 
OUT' 

mueh-ef our heritage i-s litcrallyxrumbltfig-away m-omlibraries, museums, . 

archives, town squares and private holdings. Aa with the treasures in-our f^c^j 
^ ê - cell t w G-rej\+ 

owfl-homeMh^sL picciuus places arrd-things comprise the collective 



memory of America. Long after we're gone, the flag, the documents, the 

statues and the paintings will tell our country's story to our children and 

grandchildren. We must not let them be lost. 

When the President and I returned to the White House in 1997 for his 

second term, it was a great privilege and honor to know that we would be 

living here as the nation and the world celebrated the dawn of a new 

millennium. Pondering how best to shape America's official 

commemoration, we knew that December 31, 1999 would not only offer the 

opportunity for grand parties, complete with fireworks and champagne, but 

also a rare chance to bring our nation together, honoring the past and 

imagining the future. 

Americans are justifiably proud of their history. Yet, important 

symbols of that history, such as the Star-Spangled Banner, the Constitution 

and the Declaration of Independence, arguably ameeg the most important 

documents of all time, have been disintegrating right before our eyes. The 

Gettysburg Battlefield, where tens of thousands of young American boys 

died, Little Rock's Central High School and Topeka's Monroe School, 

where the battle for human rights still raged a century later, have also come 

close to disappearing from the nation's landscape. 



As part of our celebration, and as a means to save these historic icons, 

the President and I launched an initiative called "Save America's Treasures." 

With the help of public and private partners such as the National Park 

Service and the National Trust for Historic Preservation, as well as the 

generous support of many corporations and private donors, we hoped to 

begin the process of preserving our historical and cultural legacy for tW^ 

generations to come. As we proeeeded-, ^/also hoped that Americans from 

every comer of the country would be inspired to look for the history in their 

own back yard - a monument in the town square covered with graffiti, a 

cemetery overgrown with weeds, a historic building threatened by 

development, a library lacking in resources, a piece of art tucked away in a 

comer, historic photographs and documents yellowing in a county clerk's 

filing cabinet - renewing and restoring it for their children and 

grandchildren. 

I am proud that, since launching "Save America's Treasures," over 
o f 4 ^ 

500 sites have earned the distinction of being deemed official "Save 

America's Treasure '̂ sites. Citizens all over the country have rallied 

resources and eiWtv-grease to save precious landmarks and artifacts such as 

Thomas Edison's Invention Factory, George Washington's winter 



encampment at Valley Forge, the historic Congressional Cemetery here in 

Washington, Michigan's lighthouses, Babe Ruth's scrapbooks, Ellis Island, 

the Lowell Observatory and Mesa Verde National Park, where our native 

ancestors built cliff dwellings and mesa-top villages nearly 1,400 years ago. 

Over the course of the last two years, I have had the pleasure of 

visiting nearly 40 of these sites. My goal on these tours has been to raise 

awareness and garner support for their dire conservation needs. My first tour 

began at the Smithsonian Institution's National Museum of American 

History. There, the President and I stood before the threadbare and torn 

Star-Spangled Banner and announced $18 million in private donations to be 

used for the flag's restoration, conservation and future display. Thanks to 

the patriotism and generosity of these donors, generations to come will gaze 

at the flag or sing the National Anthem with a new understanding of the 

price our ancestors paid for their freedom and ours. 

On that same trip, I stopped in Auburn, N.Y., to visit the home of one 

of the renowned leaders of the Underground Railroad, Harriet Tubman. 

Since that day, visits to the Tubman home have increased by 100 percent and 

the site has been the recipient of tens of thousands of dollars in matching 

restoration funds. The children of one elementary school in Philadelphia 



have adopted the Tubman home and this slogan: "Pennies for Preservation." 

Penny by penny, they have collected $1,100 for the place where one of the 

true heroes of American history once lived. They know about Harriet 

Tubman and the Underground Railroad from reading their history books. 

But the pennies have helped them to understand in a whole new way-the 

important role Tubman played in their country's history and in their own 

lives. 

Third graders at a Boulder Co., elementary school devised a similar 

plan to preserve a piece of history close to home. The students raised money 

by doing odd jobs and extra chores, as well as by selling "Adopt-a-Ruin" 

calendars that they designed. They have sent nearly $3,000, to the Ute 

Mountain Tribe and the Mesa Verde National Park to help protect the 

thousand-year-old remains of the pueblo culture. One of the students wrote 

about why she worked so hard to raise money for Mesa Verde: " I think 

'Adopt-a-Ruin' is a good idea because in 40 years, my kids will probably 

want to see the ruins, so I want to save them. I feel very special about 

accomplishing our goal because it will mean so much to me to have my kids 

get the experience. I think the best part of that is when I grow up, I think it 

will be great to see the expressions on my kids' faces." I can't think of a 



better way to express why and how the "Save America's Treasures" program 

touches lives. 

I want to thank the editors of the National Geographic Society for their 

interest in and dedication to this project. In the pages that follow, you will 

have the opportunity to look at some important symbols of American history 

through the preservationist's eyes. You will be inspired by the Latino 

residents who now live in what was once a thriving Jewish community in 

East Los Angeles' Boyle Heights. They are working with the Jewish 

Historical Society to restore the historic Breed Street Shul as a museum and 

cultural center. On the other side of the country, the Louis Armstrong House 

and Archives in Queens, N.Y., has collected thousands in private donations 

for the home of one of this country's finest jazz icons. There, visitors will be 

able to view and study his vast personal collection of photographs, papers, 

scrapbooks, recordings, memorabilia, and musical instruments. 

One hundred years from now, children will visit the National Archives 

and whisper the words of our Founding Fathers in the Declaration of 

Independence, see the notes that President Eisenhower wrote during the 

Little Rock crisis, and look over the papers detailing the arrest and 

conviction of Susan B. Anthony for choosing to vote. They will be 



awestruck by the sight of the Star-Spangled Banner and fascinated by 

Edison's Invention Factory, inspired by the strength of Harriet Tubman and 

the talents of Louis Armstrong. They will take this all in, and leave with 

America's legacy of rights and responsibilities, creativity, energy and 

generosity firmly embedded in their hearts and minds. 

[1517 words] 
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When an irreplaceable treasure such 

as an old church, a l6-sided barn, 

or a sailing ship is gone, what have 

we really lost? It's impossible to 

calculate. Save America's Treasures 

identifies historic places, artifacts, 

and documents needing immediate 

preservation. The places and col ­

lections in this book span centuries 

of American history, and carry in 

their bricks and mortar, drawings 

and photographs, the D N A o f our 

democracy. They are to ourselves 

what G M T is to time; what magnetic 

nor th is to a compass; and what 

absolute zero is to a physicist. 

These survivors whisper to us a 

steady litany o f reminders of who 

we are and what we were. 
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Saving Our Treasures and Ourselves 

A fork wws as a laich for ihe 

dooi of the Teeple Barn in Elgin, 

Illinois TheTeepleBoimsoneot 

ihe Imi remaining !6-udedbarns 

m ihe Uniied Slates. 

Ray Suarez 

IS THERE A PLACE YOU CAN GO THAT IMMEDIATELY REMINDS YOU 

o f who you are? Whether you walk by it or watch it pass in your, 

windshield, is there a place that connects you to a j o l t o f current—of 

family, ethnic group, shared history, personal past? Imagine that 

place f o r a moment. Could you stand the sight o f it c rumbl ing in neglect, paved 

over fo r a strip mall , or simply abandoned? Would you miss it? Would you raise 

your voice or write a letter or check to save it? With our breakneck push across a 

continent and our ease in discarding our past, it's impossible to calculate how many 

o f us have already felt that loss. Avast array o f American treasures—precious b u i l d ­

ings, wi ld lands, and historic neighborhoods—didn't make it to the beginning o f 

this new century. 

When an irreplaceable structure—an o ld house o f worship, a farmhouse i n the 

midst o f what is now a city, a 200-year old battleship —is gone, what have we really 

lost? I n a country as big as ours, it seems safe to guess that most Americans wi l l 

never make it to Frank Lloyd Wright's home, Taliesin. in central Wisconsin. I n a 

country o f 275 m i l l i o n people, busy and mobile as we are, would we notice the loss 

o f an old railroad roundhouse in West Vi rg in ia , or Russian Or thodox churches in 

a remote part o f Alaska? Any of these places can be "visited" in old photos i n the 

pages o f a book, or by poin t ing and clicking on the Web. Perhaps it is an abstract 

proposi t ion to ask people to mourn the loss o f a place they'll never see, like the 

loss o f a tiny species o f moth in a part o f the wor ld they'll never visit. Some o f us 

see our common inheritance as Americans reduced when a place like the Mapes 

Hotel and Casino in Reno, Nevada, is demolished after a long f ight to save her— 

even i f we never go anywhere near Reno. 

Americans just back f r o m a t r ip to Europe or Asia might speak wi th praise o f 

nations and peoples that have direct physical and cultural links to their pasts, l inks 

preserved to be savored today. Yet we are gripped by paradoxical feelings about our 

own relationship with the past. We are th r i l l ed by newness, ready to cast away places, 

ideas, or fashions simply because they are o ld . We invent new identities. We invent 

new religions. We give ourselves new names. We shed our personal pasts as easily as 

we don a new set o f clothes. America's economic dynamism has untethered ideas 

o f status and achievement f r o m the anchors o f birthplace, social class, re l ig ion, 

and national o r i g i n . 



C O L O N I A L T H E A T R E 

P I T T S F I E L D . M A S S A C H U S E T T S 

Like its counterparts everywhere, Pittsfield's Park Square Historic 

District is an open-air gallery o f the vagaries and delights of Amer­

ican architecture. Dominating one side of the park is the Berkshire 

Athenaeum, a muscular Gothic pile lhat (Tauntsbold patterns in its 

stone walls and slate roof. Tl ie county courthouse next door is more 

subdued, with pale marble and a pediment lending a suitably dig­

nified air. Churches with crenellated towers punctuate rows o f store­

fronts with Italianate cornices, and there are houses in every style 

f r o m Greek Revival to God-knows-what. 

I n the middle o f this wonderful architectural muddle, just 

around the corner f r o m the park, sits the Colonial Theatre. There 

was a time when almost every community had a showplace like this, 

a place where you could walk in f r o m the street and be transported 

to a world far removed f r o m the mundane rituals o f everyday l i fe . 

Most of them—magical venues with names like Grand o r T i v o l i or 

Majestic—are long gone, but the Colonial is still here. Before the 

First World War, the Colonial was a regular stop for big-name 

entertainers: Sergei Rachmaninoff performed here, along with 

John Philip Sousa, Sarah Bernhardt and the Ziegfeld Follies. In 

1915 a new owner brought movies to the Colonial , and stage shows 

gave way to the looming, luminous visages o f Mary Pickford and 

Bugs Bunny. Tl ie screen went dark for the lasl time in the late 1950s. 

Another new owner installed his paint and wallpaper store in the 

bui lding, but he was careful to preserve most o f the theatre's inte­

rior features intact. Above the store's dropped ceiling, out of sight 

of salesclerks and customers, chubby cherubs still flutter among 

swags of plaster f ru i t , while graceful figures in painted depictions 

of " A r t " and " M usic" still stand guard over the stage. 

1 Structurally sound with 

some water damage 

• Compleieresioraiion to 

per forming ans center 

_C0LON|AL THEATRE, PITTSFIELD, MAfc, 

Color postcard of rhe 

ColonialTheatre,l912 
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T H E M O U N T 

L E N O X . M A S S A C H U S E T T S 

I n h i s i n t r o d u c t i o n t o E d i t h W h a r t o n ' s a u t o b i o g r a p h y , A Backward 

Glance. L o u i s A u c h i n c l o s s w r i t e s , " M r s . W h a r t o n was always d e t e r ­

m i n e d t o b e s u r r o u n d e d w i t h a b e a u t i f u l w o r l d , even i f she h a d t o 

b u i l d i t h e r s e l f . " S h e b u i l t tha t " b e a u t i f u l w o r l d " i n t h e f l o w i n g p r o s e 

o f a ser ies o f m e t i c u l o u s l y o b s e r v e d n o v ­

els tha t d e p i c t e d w i t h u n s e n t i m e n t a l p r e ­

c i s i o n t h e m a n n e r s a n d f o i b l e s o f t h e 

p r i v i l e g e d w o r l d i n t o w h i c h she h a d b e e n 

b o r n . S h e also b u i l t i t i n w o o d a n d s t u c c o 

a n d t e r r a c e d g a r d e n s i n t h e B e r k s h i r e s o f 

w e s t e r n M a s s a c h u s e t t s , at t h e c o u n t r y 

estate she ca l l ed T h e M o u n t . 

In a sense, the place existed in her 

head long before it took shape on the 

ground. In her 1897 book Tht Dtcoration 

of Houses, written with her friend Ogden 

Codman. Jr.. Wharton laid down many 

of the design principles later embodied in The Mount. "Innova­

tion" was not among those principles: "iradition" was, along with a 

clear sense of what was "suitable." Demonstrating a firm command 

of the classical design vocabulary and disdaining showiness, The 

Mount's rooms and gardens are cool, serene, supremely self-assured. 

They are. in short, evocative links with the placid, long-vanished 

world that was disappearing even at the moment when Edith Whar­

ton captured its essence in Tht Howe of Mirth and The Age of Innocenct. 

I n 1921 she b e c a m e t h e f i r s t w o m a n t o w i n t h e P u l i t z e r P r i ze 

f o r f i c t i o n . By t h a t l i m e , she h a d s o l d T h e M o u n t a n d s e t t l e d i n 

F r a n c e . T h o u g h she l i ved an o c e a n away f r o m i t . she neve r f o r g o t 

t h e b e a u t i f u l w o r l d she h a d b u i l t i n t h e B e r k s h i r e s . N e a r t h e e n d o f 

h e r l i f e she w r o t e , " T h e M o u n t was m y f i r s t h o m e , a n d t h o u g h it is 

n e a r l y 2 0 years s i n c e I last saw it ( f o r 1 was t o o h a p p y t h e r e ever t o 

w a n t t o rev is i t i t as a s t r a n g e r ) its b lessed i n f l u e n c e s t i l l l i ves i n m e . " 

• bttenoi lestoration 

compleie.gene/al 

deieticif Jtion ol mienoi 

and cprdem 

• Restofationofmieiior 

oui twldingi . and gardens 
fop: Garden wewof Ihe Mount 

Leh. Edith Wharion at her d&K 1905 



W A S H B U R N - C R O S B Y "A" M I L L 

M I N N E A P O L I S . M I N N E S O T A 

The first European explorers to pass this way must have heard the 

falls longbefore they saw them, the distant roar urging the tired men 

to quicken their pace untd at last they stood awestruck at the sight 

of the great river crash ing and foaming over the rocks. Later arrivals, 

drawn to the spot not by the falls' scenic allure but by their poten­

tial as a source of power, built a settlement here. The settlement 

became a town, then a city called Minneapolis, and the roar o f the 

falls was the steady d rumming of the city's industrial heartbeat. 

In the m i d - i g t h century, as rich harvests of grain poured in 

f r o m the farmlands that stretched o f f to the horizon around the 

ci ty, the power o f the fal ls helped make M i n n e a p o l i s the 

f l o u r - m i l l i n g capital of the nation. In the f lour industry's hey­

day, thir ty mi l l s l ined the r iver f ront , massive b u i l d ­

ings with household names like "Pillsbury's Best" and 

"Gold Medal" painted on their walls or flashing 

f r o m their roofs. None was more impressive than 

the Washburn "A" M i l l , bui l t in 1874 and rebuilt 

after a disastrous fire in 1879. By the time it ceased 

operations m 1965, the huge Washburn complex 

had become the birthplace o f the industrial giant 

Genera] Mi l l s and the home o f the company's 

famous symbol, Betty Crocker. 

In 1991 another fire left the bui lding in ruins, 

an imposing curiosity in a country so enamored o f 

bui lding and clearing and rebuilding that ruins are 

few and rare. There are plans to turn it into a lively 

museum and orientation center where visitors can 

learn about the mi l l ing district. For now, however, 

the shell of the great "A" mi l l is quiet, an evocative reminder o f the 

times when many of the nation's —and the world's —loaves and 

piecrusts carried inside them an echo o f the thunder o f the falls. 

Top. General Mills Flow Mill postcard, 

1914 

Bottom. Si AnthonyFalh and Viadua 

with mills in the background. 1900 

• fire-damaged ruin • New conitiuction to ae3te 

muwum complex, incorporating 

remaining ruini of original bu>lding 
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