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A Woman in the Great Outdoors: Adventures in the National Park Service. By Melody Webb. 

2003. University of New Mexico Press, Albuquerque, NM, USA. 272 p. US$18.95. softcover. ISBN 
978-0-8263-3176-2.

She was a natural for a life in the Great Outdoors: tough yet resourceful, smart and savvy, cool and 
candid. She found her dream job, in the right place at the right time! As an academic historian she 
landed a Natural Park Service (NPS) job in 1975. When President Carter decided to save Alaska from 
developers and Congress passed the legislation to do so, she was ready.

Her early success in identifying historic Alaskan sites became a brilliant PhD thesis and later a 
popular book: Yukon: The Last Frontier. Melody Webb’s current book, A Woman in the Great Outdoors, 
chronicles her career as a public servant and celebrates her pioneer spirit, both as a public historian in a 
world of naturalists and rangers, and also as a woman in a man’s world.

The employees of  the NPS are elite, with a collective idealism and sense of community. Their precise 
mission is to “Preserve unimpaired the nation’s most beautiful and historical places.” These places—known 
as the nation’s crown jewels—are among the most beautiful places in the world. However, the National 
Parks are clearly threatened. The book meticulously raises a consciousness of the current dangers. 
The Los Angeles Times, in its review of Melody’s book, describes this threat graphically: “Pole-axed 
by politicians, bush-whacked by obstructive congressmen, and ground down by lobbyists of every 
stripe—from snowmobiles to environmentalists, the NPS battles for its life in behind-the-scenes 
maneuverings.”

Melody’s career in the NPS lasted 25 yr. The fi rst dozen were spent in historical preservation work in 
Alaska and New Mexico. She then moved into management positions serving as superintendent at the 
Lyndon B. Johnson National Historical Park and then as assistant superintendent, in charge of all park 
operations at Grand Teton National Park.

The book is well written. Her candid comments are succinct and illuminating. For instance, Melody 
describes the performance of one Director of the NPS in this way: “His egotism, short attention span, 
inability to listen, and ignorance of national park culture and tradition made him one of the poorest 
directors in the history of the National Park Service” (p. 171). Her passionate love for history combined 
with her love of hiking and climbing in the Parks moves the narrative along, and engrosses the reader. 
Melody Webb deserves our deepest respect and gratitude for working to preserve the nation’s “crown 
jewels” for succeeding generations.

Marian Stroustrup, guest reviewer, College Station, TX, USA. !


