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Seventy years ago, a friendly and
generous man with boundless curiosity
founded the park partner organization
that today is known as Great Smoky
Mountains Association. As GSMA cele-
brates seven decades of educational
service and now nearly $50 million in
support to Great Smoky Mountains Na-
tional Park, we reflect on this important
pioneer and how he shaped the ongoing
collaboration between parks and their
nonprofit supporting agencies.

In fall 1951, Henry Lix arrived in the
Smokies as the park’s second full-time
naturalist, tasked with expanding the
scope of educational activities and am-
plifying their benefits for visitors. With
an easygoing personality, wide-ranging
interests, and a master’s degree in geol-
ogy from the University of Missouri, he
set out to create a natural history asso-
ciation that would produce engaging
educational material and create reve-
nue for new projects in what would be-
come America’s most-visited national
park.

Lix was, in many ways, an ideal per-
son to set up the Great Smoky Moun-
tains Natural History Association (later
renamed Great Smoky Mountains As-
sociation to take in cultural as well as
natural history). He had already started
an association in Hot Springs National
Park in Arkansas in 1935, where he
worked as a park policeman, catalogued
plant and animal species, and honed his
specialty, geology.

After a few years in Hot Springs, Lix
obtained a postgraduate fellowship at
Yale University. There he became
friends with both Henry Graves, foun-
der and dean of the Yale School of For-
estry, and Gifford Pinchot, cofounder of
the National Forest Service. Conversa-
tions with these men and other thought
leaders gave Lix an appreciation for
master planning, political influence,
and how budgets dictated priorities.

In 1941, Lix accepted a new naturalist
position at Mammoth Cave in Kentucky.
He served in the Army from 1942 until
1946, and upon his discharge in 1947, ea-
gerly returned to Mammoth Cave.
There, he oversaw interpretive plans,
museum plans, and establishment of
another natural history association.

Like Hot Springs, Mammoth Cave
had a rich tradition of legends and tall
tales, and Lix guided the new associa-
tion toward producing material that

separated fact from fiction. He was me-
ticulous in his research, writing and cat-
aloging information that future staff
found valuable for decades, including a
safety guide for many emergency sce-
narios that might occur in the caves. Lix
felt the distinguishing work of NPS in-
terpretation was, as he put it, to “move
parks beyond picnic places” and teach
visitors in a compelling way about
America’s remarkable landscapes.

His first project in the Smokies was to

research and write “A Short History of
GSMNP,” a succinct overview that com-
bined scientific understanding and cul-
tural history. Prior to his arrival, inter-
pretive work had focused on the land-
scape’s ‘return to nature’ and its diverse
biology. Lix’s research also considered
the area’s vibrant human history and in-

formed the broader interpretive work of
the Great Smoky Mountains Natural
History Association, formally estab-
lished in March 1953.

The founding board of directors in-
cluded Lix, as well as park leadership
like Chief Naturalist Arthur Stupka and
Superintendent Edward Hummel.
Hummel, who oversaw much of the
Smokies’s Mission 66 development,
was supportive of the ideas Lix had for
the association and gave him freedom
to grow and develop its work.

Hummel’s predecessor, John Pres-
ton, likely played a significant behind-
the-scenes role as well. He had over-
seen the growth of the Mount Rainier
Natural History Association in Wash-
ington for 10 years before coming to the
Smokies (arriving, like Lix, in 1951), and
he too had firsthand knowledge of an
association’s value for a national park.
The Mount Rainier association lent Lix
$100 to cover startup costs, suggesting
Smokies’ budget shortfalls might other-
wise have created delays.

Lix strove to create a variety of com-
pelling, fact-based narratives about the
Smokies, including self-guided hiking
brochures that gave people access to in-
formation even if they couldn’t hike
with a ranger or attend a talk. He also
decided where the association’s prod-
ucts were sold; recognizing that Cades
Cove would be hugely popular with visi-
tors, he prioritized sales outlets for what
is now the popular loop road. Visitor
centers were also prime spots, and site-
specific guides were available for free at
popular trailheads.

As projects expanded, Lix out-
sourced book publishing to professional
local printers. Pamphlets were usually
free or 5 cents; books cost up to a few
dollars. After Sugarlands Visitor Center
opened in 1960, printing operations
moved to the basement there; Lix had
allotted space for association offices in
his suggestions for the building layout.

The association quickly became
profitable, raising nearly $90,000 in its
first 10 years and contributing about
$25,000 for new park projects. These
ranged from preserving cabins and
farming structures to expanding educa-
tional offerings, including sorghum
milling demonstrations in Cades Cove
and ‘living history’ programs in the dec-
ades to come. During Lix’s almost 15
years of shepherding the association’s
work, it had no more than two employ-
ees and benefited greatly from his and
other park staff’s time and expertise.

Great Smoky Mountains Association
is now an independent nonprofit 
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The Cades Cove Orientation Facility (shown here in 1959) was an ideal place to
debut the new interpretive materials developed by the Great Smoky Mountains
Natural History Association. The box on the left reads, “Use this leaflet free on
your Cades Cove tour or if you wish to keep it please put 10¢ in the box.”
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A family enjoys a hike using a
self-guiding brochure, one of Henry
Lix’s favorite interpretive tools. These
brochures referenced numbered
signposts, like the one seen here,
highlighting interesting features along
the trail. PROVIDED BY GSMNP ARCHIVES


