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For several years the problem of self-guiding K: -ure Trails in 
our paries has produced notniug in the way of a satisfactory solution. 
It i3 generally recognized by every Park Naturalist tnat our present 
system of metal trailside labels is l ' * M n in appeax, and is entirely 
inadequate to perform the task we wish it to do. Thus, it was with 
the idea of stimulating new thought on the subject that studies on the 
effectiveness of our present Nature Trail program ware inau,-erated 
in 2.1 on and Bryce Canyon National Parks duri:^; the past summer. 

These studies were carried on in conjunction with regular ruided 
trips along the Narrows Trail in ^ i o n — a self-guiding Nature Trail. 
Hn route up the trail a special effort was made to le&rn which details 
were essential to clearly portray the canyon story to the visitor. 
The return trip was spent at empting to analyze the visitor reaction to 
the small metal trailside labels located at various points of interest. 
Ofttimes several visitors—not members of the guided trip—-would be 
asked to tell me what information he or she gleaned from reading a de­
signated label. The results of these studies were extremely enli<;hton-
ing but somewhat disappointing. It wa:- immediately apparent that, in the 
main, tne labels aerved only a minor purpose. As long PS ODBftone was 
present to explain the thought back of the label, the viritor was very 
much interested. However, as a normal thing, the visitor lacked suf­
ficient background to fill in the untold details no essential in ob­
taining a complete under^t . of the label sni its stagy* To tne 
person who composed the text, the meaning or the label was childishly 
clear, but to the untrained visitor it mm only vaguely understandable. 
A simple label giving the common name of a nla-,t M M ear.ily grasped, 
but tiio significance of the plant's presence or the part it played in tne 
theological and biolot;ic:l lories waj usually missed completely. With 
rarel., Hi exception, this inability to ot the main story behind the 
label was due to the limited amount of detailed information that could 
ue placed on each sign. 

In summarizing the weaknesses of the present label system a few 
points stand out above the other defects. These include such things as: 

1. Because lilt sign must necessarily be r.mail and the letters on 
it lar^e enough to be easily read, our present label is seldom 
abio to do justice to he subject being b ought to the visitor's 
attention. 

2. The text of the metal labei is seldom attractive. Lines never 
end where they should, and individual words have a nubit of 
bein, off "center" on the line itself. Titles and sub-titles 
that are centered with the explanatory text are the exceptions 
rather t.itm the rule. 



3* The text of our present labels tend to be entirely too technical. 
Even the simplest language is still tough enough for the average 

r. visitor when discussing rock formations, plants and other 
natural features* 

A* The present labels are very difficult to maintain. ' ci s ring 
it is necessary to repaint a number of these metal labels, 
buff off the letters and mice then as presentable as possible 
for tike coiling travel season* Try as one nay, the second and 
third paint jobs never look as good as the first. 

5* The labels now in use are small, easy to novo, carry away, or 
bend. Each week along a nature Trail equipped with suoh signs, 
one constantly fin s labels moved to new locations by helpful 
visitors or playful pranksters. Here at Zion I have even found 
one such sign posted conspicuously r.long the roadside as far 
as seven alios from the park. Such labels invariably serve 
as foot r;sts or rock targets, aai nre of tan found either badly 
bent or driven Into the ground. Initials wore often found 
scratcheu thr ugh the paint* Obviously there war. little in the 
appearance of the sign to promote a fueling of respect for it. 
3y comparison, the Mother Plaque, found along the name trail, 
is uncuirred and attempted abuse or defacement of it has not bean 
noted* 

It is ny belief that the Nature Trail is a very important part of 
the educational program, of the park and thus merits the same serious con­
sideration that is given to the planning of a museum display or the 
preparation of a caapfire talk. In all three ejsea it is clearly a pro­
blem Involving the best method of presentation. With this basic fact 
as a guide, the following nodifiaafcioaa of our L'ature Trail system is 
proposed for consideration: 

1. Determine the story each trtiil is best equic.pec to tell. 
2. At the beginning of the Nature Trail construct a Tr ilsicie Kx-

hibtt, In which would bo told the lnpurtant Etory or stories 
of this particular area, 'farougj.out this exhibit there should 
be carefully implanted the thought that important data ils of this 
story will be demonstrat d along the trail itself. The Vruil-
si(.e Kxhiblt building at the Temple of Sinewava in i.ion is an 
example, although somewhat larger than neceeaftry, of this type 
of structure. 

3* Carefully select sites along this trail where important phases 
of this story can best be told. 

/•• These sites should be rostrictnd to the least number possible 
and still include the essential portions of the story to be 
told. 

5. Construct at each site chosen a miniature trallside exhatit. 
This should be made of native stone or other suitable native 



materials. The overall height of such a structure should not 
exceed 50 inches ami its other dtatasious should be only vide 
enough and thick enough to insure stability of the structure 
and present a pleading appear .nee. Insofar a3 possible a re­
latively uniform size should be adhered to in all parks so Ihflft 
visitors will know the significance of such an exhibit when­
ever encountered. In the top of this structure, set In an in­
clined position and countersunft into the rock face, would be 
found a panel approximately A" x 20" in which -sould be placed 
h nd lettered lrbels and any simple charts needed to explain 
the parts of the story as seen from that particular site, over 
this panel of label material would be a heavy shatter-proof 
glass cover, to fit flush with tho surface of the surrounding 
rock structure, fho entire panel would neces. arily have to be 
made waterproof, with moisture drains and air - onts where need­
ed, and with a ''sunshadci" of roc.- or ot.hor suitable; material to 
protect it. 

with structures of this type the two greatest objections to our 
present system are renovjd. The Mall panel exhibit rives sufficient 
space to present neatl.. learly the essential details of the story 
being told at that point. The small "exhibit in place" can be made 
attractive In uppaajreM*. In addition, it should bo SQ3." to r.aintain. 
The addition of a Trailside Exhibit thAlter at the beginning of each 
trail will •' laow for u r a M U j directed thoughta and the vir.itor*s 
attention can be prc-focused upon the story ahead before ho starts out 
along the trail. 

It is Eiy belief that soldom, if ever, ahOttld i trail require more 
than four M i l panel f M M * structures to Gupplonent the Trailside 
Exhibit building. For example, it is b lieved that the one nile long 
Narrows Trail in ̂ ion would require only four such structures to assist 
its present Trailside Exhibit Building in telling the important story 
found along this trail—and addition-.l study may 3how that three will 
be sufficient. Certainly one objection to the present system—-the great 
numbers of metal trailside labels -would be and should be completely 
eiL.in- ted. Such an exhibit system would also eliminate the prcnent 
lack of organization in the presentation of the details of the story 
being told. Designed to take the place of a guide, the present sytitwu is 
a failure and should be replaced by methods of a more effective nature. 
Hot until then will this part of our program bo interpretive instead of 
a program devoted only to staking out inadequate metal ;.ame bearing labols. 
In that light it is hoped that this proposal, whether acceptable or not, 
will stimulate new thou ;ht on the subject 

Russell K. Orator 
Park Naturalist 


