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L inks to the Past,” the area of the
National Park Service (NPS)
“ParkNet” Web site focusing on cul-
tural re s o u rces, was launched only

t h ree years ago. In that short time, we have
assembled the most comprehensive collection of
i n f o rmation on NPS cultural re s o u rces serv i c e -
wide. And we are constantly expanding. We have
over 7,500 HTML documents, many other docu-
ments in PDF format (e.g., CRM magazine), and
countless graphics. We created many feature s
unique to the Web utilizing its graphic and navi-
gating tools. More than 2,000 users visit our site
e v e ry day; many come back fre q u e n t l y. We have
received a number of Web awards and have been
mentioned in many articles about the Web, par-
ticularly for our excellent content and useful fea-
t u res. 

All of this is due to the ingenuity, cre a t i v i t y,
enthusiasm, and perseverance of numerous NPS
s t a ff, especially the Cultural Resources Web team.
It has not always been easy; we have hit many
bumps along the way. To date, we have gone
t h rough two major phases of activity and are enter-
ing our third. These phases are described below to
illustrate opportunities taken, challenges faced,
and benefits re c e i v e d .

Phase I: F l o u n d e ring in a New Medium
In January 1995, the NPS Director decided

to enter the information superh i g h w a y. One team
was formed to consider an overall NPS Web site
(Handly 1995), and another for cultural re s o u rc e s .
National Parks Week, beginning March 31, 1995,
was the launch date. 

The Cultural Resources team, made up of
d i s c i p l i n a ry specialists from eight divisions, had
n u m e rous questions at the start: What kinds of
i n f o rmation should go up on a Web site? How will
our site be organized? Who will visit and use it?
Who will do the work? Who knows We b - re l a t e d
p rogramming? What does it mean that a Web site
d o e s n ’t have a beginning and an end like a publi-
cation? Is the Web merely a fad?

T h ree years ago there was little guidance
available to answer these questions (Andrews et al.
1995). Relatively few staff had hands-on We b
experience. The current plethora of books about
the Web did not exist. The group floundered at
times, but began making decisions—some with
f o rethought, some re a c t i o n a ry. We organized the
site by topic (e.g., Historic Places, Arc h e o l o g y,

Grants-in-Aid) recognizable to the general public.
“Public” was defined as the range of people with
access to the Web. We agreed on a site name,
“Links to the Past,” to evoke the re l a t i o n s h i p
between historic pre s e rvation and the We b ’s link-
ing capabilities. The homepage and identifying
headers were designed with an eye to editorial
c o h e re n c y. As the deadline neared, many off i c e s
contributed documents and re p o rts written for
other media, using the notion that a Web site was
a container for existing materials. Other off i c e s
reworked their materials into manageable seg-
ments and developed new materials, allowing visi-
tors to follow their interests via links. Te c h n i c a l
e x p e rts converted myriad documents (HTML cod-
ing applications did not exist), uploaded them into
the organizational schema, and tested the site. We
met the deadline. Members of the first team were
satisfied and most went back to their “real” work.

But the Web was about change and We b
users demanded updated and new materials. Site
maintenance became an issue. By late summer,
1995, a new team, consisting of re p re s e n t a t i v e s
f rom each program office, was formalized to main-
tain the site and look to its future. It is still only
i n t e r- p rogrammatic team in the NPS National
Center for Cultural Resource Stewardship and
P a rtnerships. 

Phase II: Finding a New V i s i o n
We created a vision and long-term goals for

the site, set a policy for contributors, and pro v i d e d
Web training. In the fall of 1995, an unexpected
o p p o rtunity arose: one-time funding to re d e s i g n
the overall NPS Web site. Aw a rd-winning We b
sites were reviewed to determine current trends in
Web design and publishing. The attention-grab-
bing magazine model, a one-screen homepage with
d e p a rtments and changing features, was chosen,
and the design firm, Interactive Bureau, was hire d
to realize our vision. Another deadline was set to
inaugurate the redesigned site: National Parks
Week in March 1996.

The Web team began re o rganizing “Links to
the Past” from this exciting design perspective by
asking more informed questions. Who exactly is
our audience? How do we effectively inform the
public about their heritage—the millions of cultural
re s o u rces that the NPS protects and manages?
What organizational categories and names are re l-
evant to our audience(s)? 

We recognized four key audiences: the pub-
lic, including educators and children; pro f e s s i o n a l
colleagues; NPS staff; and Congress and other gov-
e rnment offices. We acknowledged that our pro-
grams cater to diff e rent combinations of these
audiences, but that the Web could also help us
reach new audiences. After carefully considering
the range of materials we might post to our site, we
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c o n f i rmed a decision made in Phase I: pro v i d e
d i rect access to our products. We set such a course
with the following table of contents: 
• “Collected Heritage” (later changed to

“Discover”) including major databases (i.e.,
the National Archeological Database
<www.cr.nps.gov/aad/nadb.htm>, the National
Register Information System
<www.cr.nps.gov/nrishome.htm>), and other
collections (i.e., significant NPS museum
objects in “Treasures of the Nation”
<www.cr.nps.gov/csd/treasures.html>;
HABS/HAER collections <www.cr.nps.gov/hab-
shaer/collectn.htm>); 

• “Help Yourself” to grant programs (i.e., the
National Maritime Heritage Grants Program
<www.cr.nps.gov/history/maritime/grants.htm>,
Tribal Preservation Grants
<www2.cr.nps.gov/tribal/grants.html>), tax
credit information, and key contact groups
(i.e., the State Historic Preservation Offices
<www2.cr.nps.gov/shpo/>); 

• “Tools for Teachers” including educational
programs and activities for teachers (i.e.,
“Teaching with Historic Places”
<www.cr.nps.gov/nr/twhp/home.html>) and for
students (i.e., “The Great American
Landmarks Adventure”
<www2.cr.nps.gov/pad/adventure/
landmark.htm>); and, 

• “Get Involved” with opportunities to tour his-
toric areas, restore old buildings, participate in
archeological excavations, save Civil War bat-
tlefields, and seasonal employment. 

We also introduced other significant site
a reas: a temporary feature space for a cultural
re s o u rce topic, such as “Ancient Architects of the
Mississippi” <www. c r. n p s . g o v / a a d / f e a t u re . h t m > ;
“Publications”; “Laws” relevant to historic pre s e r-
vation; “Programs” to introduce each pro g r a m ;
and, “America’s Album” to provide a graphic
exhibit about what the programs do. With this
re o rganization set, Interactive Bureau cre a t e d

design templates reflecting the image of the NPS,
and we met the new deadline through the eff o rts of
m a n y. 

Again, change was and is inevitable.
H o w e v e r, we had grasped the strengths and weak-
nesses of the Web in relation to our diverse audi-
ence and the diff e rent values they place on our
materials. These understandings have proved to be
critical for long-term planning and management as
we continue to modify and add to our Web site. 

Phase III: Looking to the Future
“Links to the Past,” our one-stop shopping

locale for cultural re s o u rces activities, projects, and
p roducts, is providing significant benefits to the
NPS. We inform and educate Americans and the
world in a cost-efficient way. In fact, we impact
m o re people than ever before and more than in
any other medium. We also now better understand
ourselves as we set up and maintain Web links
between our many programs, parks, and pro d u c t s .

With a positive outlook to the future, how-
e v e r, comes new management and maintenance
challenges. During the 1996 site redesign, the goal
was to create a unified NPS presence on the We b .
In response we have used a carefully planned
homepage, common templates, logos, palettes, and
fonts to define “Links to the Past,” bind our dis-
persed parts into a unified whole, and be a signifi-
cant part of “ParkNet.” Yet, the Web also encour-
ages individuality and cre a t i v i t y. 

Another challenge is the growing enormity of
our site and maintaining efficient access to its var-
ied materials. What began as a dynamic “elec-
t ronic bro c h u re” must now be transformed into a
p o w e rful application for the public and NPS alike.
The best strategy to manage our creativity and pro-
ductivity re q u i res a combination of technology and
human ingenuity. On the human creativity side, we
must encourage the evolving talents of our We b
team and program staff and advocate for staffing a
dedicated Web editorial group. We must also con-
tinue to utilize the unique advantages of the We b .
The Museum Management Program, for example,
manages millions of interesting museum objects

Left, a recent “Links
to the Past” Web
site feature
designed by Mark
Oviatt for
HABS/HAER.

Right, original  Web
site design as deliv-
ered from
Interactive Bureau
in 1996. Screen
capture by Mark
Oviatt.
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and archival documents in parks and centers, but
has not been able to widely showcase them. The
Web allows us to produce exhibits, such as “Camp
Life: Civil War Collections from Gettysburg NHB”
that are viewed by thousands of people worldwide.
Our most widely used publications, such as the
P re s e rvation Briefs and CRM, a re now available to
a much wider audience than ever possible in
p a p e r. Also, we are now able to assemble all the
NPS Web projects and products on a topic into one

c o h e rent and dynamic presentation, such as
“ S h a red History: Celebrating African American
H i s t o ry & Culture . ”

On the technology side, we must continue to
mold our site into an institution of inform a t i o n
exchange and education by dismissing its form e r
technical novelty and focusing on its useful tools.
This involves quantifying user visits and gaining
an understanding of user interests by better appli-
cation of user statistics, user surveys, and demo-
graphic data. We also must test and take advan-
tage of new cataloging and indexing software appli-
cations. Thousands of links need to be continually
tested, addresses changed, and facts checked.

In the end, a rich Web site depends on gre a t
content and a unique perspective on inform a t i o n
f l o w, not on software. The sheer volume and diver-
sity of our materials dictates that we move to a
t h ree-dimensional approach. This means using
c o re pages, not homepages, as focal points for
accessing various parts of our site, including new
sections on heritage tourism and museum exhibits,
a central clearinghouse for publications, diverse
p rogrammatic services, and park re s o u rces. Where
once we had hierarchical lists, we are beginning to
c o n s t ruct dynamic spheres of intersecting inform a-
tion—an electronic Venn diagram of sort s .

We expect to continue to learn and work
h a rd as we move through phase III, perhaps even
go through another site redesign. It has all been
w o rth it, however, mostly because we are able to
i n f o rm and educate much larger and more diverse
audiences about cultural re s o u rces in the national
parks than ever before. An added benefit has been
the increasing use of our site by NPS staff acro s s
the country to help with daily work, learn more
about what each other does, and begin work on
new Web pro j e c t s .
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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Links to the Past Highlights
For those with re s e a rch needs, we have: 
• indexed our site by keywords < w w w. c r. n p s . g o v / s i t i n d e x . h t m >; 
• begun to put up and index CRM magazine’s 20 years of back

issues <www.cr.nps.gov/crm/>; 
• created a search tool to find relevant NPS publications on

cultural resources topics <www.cr.nps.gov/linkpubs.htm>; 
• provided e-mail access to some 50 NPS historians to help

with research questions in “Ask a Historian”
<www.cr.nps.gov/history/askhist.htm>; and, 

• summarized important information, such as the museum col-
lections housed in NPS parks and regional centers
<www.cr.nps.gov/csd/collections/parkprof.html>.

For education, we have: 
• provided summary information on the over 50 “Teaching

with Historic Places” lesson plans available
<www.cr.nps.gov/nr/twhp/>; 

• provided an Outline of the Prehistory and History of the
Southeast <www.cr.nps.gov/seac/outline.htm>; and

• archived all past features which are great educational tools
<www.cr.nps.gov/pastfeat.htm>. 

Cultural re s o u rces have economic value to numerous commu-
nities, so we have: 
• provided access to information on state archeology events

<www.cr.nps.gov/aad/statearc.htm>; 
• featured travel itineraries of selected cities and areas that uti-

lize dynamic maps of sites listed in the National Register of
Historic Places <www.cr.nps.gov/nr/tourism.html>; and 

• encouraged thematically-oriented travel sites, such as the
“Golden Crescent” of south Georgia and North Florida
<www.cr.nps.gov/goldcres/>. 

Many people value cultural re s o u rces for eliciting connections
between the past and the present, so we have:
• featured an exhibit of museum objects from Gettysburg

National Military Park that were used in daily Civil War
camp life as well as today <www.cr.nps.gov/csd/gettex/>;

• provided historical and cultural perspectives relevant today
along the Lower Mississippi River Valley
<www.cr.nps.gov/delta/>; and, 

• helped people explore their heritage through databases such
as the Civil War Soldiers System <www.itd.nps.gov/cwss/>.

• featured the development of road systems in the parks, now
taken for granted, through postcards in “Lying Lightly on the
Land” <www.cr.nps.gov/habshaer/lll/lying.htm>


