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Figure 11: Detail of service yard walls with regular board-marked finish. Notice horizontal boards along soffit on the 
left. Credit: Jackson Hole Historical Society. 
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1.2 Site History 

 

Jackson Lake Lodge was designed as a modern, forward-looking building that served as the 

precedent for a new direction in the management and architecture of the National Parks.19 

The impetus for this change was the deplorable conditions of tourist accommodations in the 

National Parks following increased visitation after World War II.20 Because of reduced 

funding during the war, the structures built during the first large construction period in the 

parks in the 1920s and 30s had deteriorated and were no longer suited to support large 

numbers of people.21 This drove many to camp out wherever they could find space, posing a 

threat to the natural resources the parks had been founded to protect. It also resulted in 

piles of trash lining the forests and roadsides, and the spread of illnesses from contaminated 

water sources. These conditions prompted Park Service director Conrad L. Wirth to propose 

an ambitious, ten-year redevelopment program called Mission 66, which would not only 

overhaul the park’s dilapidated structures but also its organization and management.22 The 

program would initiate the second largest construction period in the National Parks, 

adapting modern architectural style to reflect this new, modern image.23   

Although Jackson Lake Lodge was completed prior to the implementation of Mission 66, it 

was designed with the goals of the program in mind. When John D. Rockefeller, Jr. and the 

members of the newly-formed Grand Teton Lodge & Transportation Company were forming 

an idea of how to update the existing accommodations in Jackson Hole, it was Gilbert 

                                                           
19 This section based on the detailed history of the development of the Mission 66 program written 
by Ethan Carr. Mission 66: Modernism and the National Park Dilemma (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2007). 
20 Ibid, 3. 
21 Ibid, 4-5. 
22 Ibid, 10. 
23 Ibid. 
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Stanley Underwood who illustrated the need for a new approach. In his proposal for Jackson 

Lake Lodge he included a detailed description of the challenges faced by the National Parks 

after many years of operating with a tiny staff and budget24. His solution was to design a 

modern, motor-court style hotel complex that would provide proper accommodations for 

the ever-increasing numbers of visitors coming to the Parks (just over one million in 

194825), nearly all of them now arriving predominantly by car. It was exactly this type of 

accommodation that Wirth had in mind: “a large, centralized building, modernist in its 

architectural inspiration, with easy highway access, generous parking, and “one-stop” 

convenience”.26 Taking a cue from the development of post war suburbs and the 

accompanying commercial hubs, like shopping centers, Jackson Lake Lodge would create a 

link between the “great outdoors” and the type of all-in-one, centralized source of amenities 

with which Americans were becoming familiar. In this way, increased density in the 

National Parks would be addressed in a very similar manner as increased density was 

addressed in urban areas. Interestingly, Jackson Lake Lodge was designed independently of 

the Mission 66 program, although Underwood was probably aware of it through his close 

friendship with Stephen Mather, a former director of the National Park Service.27 Even 

though it was not expressly created with the program in mind, Jackson Lake Lodge’s bold 

design ultimately set the precedent for the modernistic style of architecture that the 

program would adopt for all of its new buildings.  

                                                           
24 Gilbert Stanley Underwood, “A Scheme for the Development of the Public Concessions in Grand 
Teton National Park, WY”, December 1, 1950, Folder 831, Box 90, Cultural Interest Series, Record 
Group III2E, Grand Teton Lodge Company 1953-61, Office of the Messers. Rockefeller, Rockefeller 
Archive Center.    
25 Ethan Carr, Mission 66: Modernism and the National Park Dilemma (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2007), 4. 
26 Ibid, 50. 
27 Joyce Zaitlin, Gilbert Stanley Underwood: His Rustic, Art Deco, and Federal Architecture (Malibu: 
Pangloss Press, 1989), 54-55. 



28 
 

Initially, the development of Jackson Hole and the Jackson Lake Valley was focused on 

protecting the landscape from those who would try to capitalize on its beauty and location 

by building tourist traps throughout the area. This was of particular concern for John D. 

Rockefeller, Jr., who had been visiting the area around Jackson Hole with his family for 

many years. He was concerned that speculative commercial developments would be 

threatening to his favorite view of the Grand Tetons. In response, Rockefeller created the 

Snake River Land Company, through which he purchased lands from private citizens in and 

around Jackson Hole during the 1920s.28 He then announced that the lands would be 

donated to the Federal government, with the intention that they would eventually be 

included in Grand Teton National Park, which was established in 1929 but did not extend to 

the area around Jackson Hole. A huge controversy and legal battle ensued between 

Rockefeller and the citizens of Wyoming, from whom he had purchased the land, who 

claimed that they had been tricked into selling. After ten years the matter was finally 

resolved, with the verdict being that all those who sold land to Rockefeller’s company did so 

willingly and were given a fair price. Furthermore, the lands in question were designated a 

National Monument by President Roosevelt in 1943, an action that did not require 

congressional approval. The Monument was incorporated into Grand Teton National Park in 

1950.29 

Once the Monument had been established, Rockefeller was satisfied that the threat of 

commercial development had been addressed and he was no longer interested in being 

involved in activities in the area. Management of the land and concessions were left up to 

                                                           
28 Ethan Carr, Mission 66: Modernism and the National Park Dilemma (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2007), 129. 
29 Ibid, 129. 
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the Grand Teton Lodge & Transportation Company (GTL&TC), a subsidiary of Jackson Hole 

Preserve, Inc., which was a non-profit organization founded by Rockefeller. Executive Vice 

President of the GTL&TC Harold P. Fabian, who was the former head of the Snake River 

Land Company, saw the opportunity for an expansion of the existing tourist 

accommodations that existed on the site of the current Jackson Lake Lodge. The Snake River 

Land Company had purchased the old Jackson Lake Lodge, as well as at the nearby hotels 

and ranches of Moran, Jenny Lake, and Square G, in the early 1920s.30 These were small 

operations that catered to tourists taking the stagecoach route to Yellowstone National 

Park. Old Jackson Lake Lodge, originally called the Amoretti Inn, opened in 1922, and had 

rooms for about 100 guests as well as a restaurant.31 Though still operating and quite 

popular, old Jackson Lake Lodge and the other hotels nearby were too small to 

accommodate the increasing number of visitors to the parks. More space was needed, but 

managing and upgrading each hotel individually would be too expensive. Fabian wanted to 

convince Rockefeller to fund an entirely new hotel project, but was having difficulty 

persuading him. Plans were initiated in 1946 and a consulting architect was sought to make 

preliminary drawings, but Rockefeller changed his mind and backed out of the project. 

Then, four years later Rockefeller was visiting Jackson Lake Valley with Harold Fabian and 

some men from the National Park Service. During the visit, one of the men mentioned that 

he thought the tourist facilities at Moran should be closed and that the buildings should be 

moved to Jackson Lake Lodge.32 The idea intrigued Rockefeller, who thought the Park 

                                                           
30 Harold P. Fabian to Raymond Lillie, November 9, 1953, Folder 831, Box 90, Cultural Interest Series, 
Grand Teton Lodge Company, 1953-61, Record Group III2E, Office of the Messers Rockefeller, 
Rockefeller Archive Center. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Harold P. Fabian to Horace Albright, August 3, 1952, Folder 337, Box 29, Harold P. Fabian Papers, 
Teton Company, Record Group IV 3A7.2, Rockefeller Archive Center. 
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Service had no interest in the concessions in Jackson Hole, and he expressed to Fabian his 

renewed interest in developing Jackson Lake Lodge in partnership with the National Park 

Service.33 The search for an architect back in 1946 had resulted in the selection of Gilbert 

Stanley Underwood, who had recently completed two hotels for Rockefeller at Colonial 

Williamsburg. Despite Rockefeller’s initial loss of interest in the project, Underwood 

remained undeterred and continued to sketch preliminary plans. After a visit to the site in 

Jackson, he composed his “Scheme for the Development of the Public Concessions in Grand 

Teton National Park”.34 The plan called for two stages of development. The first considered 

the option proposed to Rockefeller during his last visit: that existing buildings at Moran 

would be moved to the old Jackson Lake Lodge where they would be combined to create a 

larger hotel, restaurant, and campsite. However, it was the second stage, which called for an 

entirely new, modern hotel complex, which would ultimately win out. Built of “fireproof” 

reinforced concrete (instead of the wood used for all the old Jackson Lake Lodge buildings), 

with a full service restaurant, conference room for 600, and huge picture windows that 

prioritized Rockefeller’s favorite view of the Grand Teton mountain range, Jackson Lake 

Lodge established Grand Teton National Park as a true tourist destination. Fittingly, it was 

also the last hotel, and last work, of Underwood’s career, in which grand hotels for the 

National Parks had played an important role.    

                                                           
33 Harold P. Fabian to Horace Albright, August 3, 1952, Folder 337, Box 29, Harold P. Fabian Papers, 
Teton Company, Record Group IV 3A7.2, Rockefeller Archive Center. 
34 Gilbert Stanley Underwood, A Scheme for the Development of the Public Concessions in Grand Teton 
National Park, Wyoming, December 1, 1950, Folder 831, Box 90, Cultural Interest Series, Record 
Group III2E, Grand Teton Lodge Company 1953-61, Office of the Messers. Rockefeller, Rockefeller 
Archive Center. 
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1.3 The Architect35 
 

Gilbert Stanley Underwood (1890 -1960) was a Yale and Harvard-trained architect whose 

long career took him to both coasts of the United States and whose clients included the 

National Park Service, the Union Pacific Railroad, and the United States government. 

Although his career was highlighted by some major commissions including the Ahwahnee 

Hotel in Yosemite National Park, the Union Pacific Railroad central terminal and offices in 

Omaha, Nebraska, and Jackson Lake Lodge in Grand Teton National Park, it was defined by 

his many designs for small railway stations and post offices. These types of smaller 

commissions kept him employed almost continuously from just after high school, through 

his college years, and, importantly, through the Depression. Ultimately, he became 

Supervising Architect of the Federal government, joining a select group of only 18 others to 

hold this position. His architectural style ranged from Rustic, to Spanish Revival, to Art Deco 

and Federal, depending on the surrounding environment and the needs of his clients. This 

stylistic diversity may be part of the reason why he remains relatively unknown, despite 

having designed some of the most beloved and recognizable buildings in the National Parks. 

However, his ability to be flexible in his designs served him well during his career, allowing 

him to adapt to the many different requirements of his projects. In this way, his frequently 

changing “signature” style was always in demand. 

Born in Oneida, New York in 1890, Gilbert Stanley Underwood grew up in San Bernardino, 

California. Underwood’s architectural background began fairly early with a position as a 

draftsman at age eighteen, followed by an apprenticeship with Franklin Burnham (no 

                                                           
35 A single monograph about Gilbert Stanley Underwood exists and provided most of the information 
for this section. Joyce Zaitlin, Gilbert Stanley Underwood: His Rustic, Art Deco, and Federal Architecture 
(Malibu: Pangloss Press, 1989). 
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relation to Daniel Burnham, of the well-known architecture firm Burnham and Root), and 

then Arthur Benton, an architect known for designing in the Mission style. In 1911, he 

worked with Benton and another architect named Arthur Kelly, whose designs were 

primarily of the Craftsman-style. Underwood’s later work demonstrates the strong 

influence both architects had on the development of his style.36 His formal training began at 

the University of Illinois in 1912, but he soon married and spent six years traveling the 

country to find steady employment to support his family. He ultimately enrolled at Yale 

University in 1920 for his final year of undergraduate study, followed by graduate work at 

Harvard University between 1921 and 1923. After graduation, Underwood moved his wife 

and young son to Los Angeles and opened his first office. The early 1920s was a prosperous 

and exciting time for California, as the population was expanding rapidly, and with it the 

demand for housing and infrastructure. It was a good time for a young architect to establish 

a practice.37 

Even as California’s population and construction was booming, there was no guarantee of 

steady work. Underwood’s office benefitted from his close ties with two men who had great 

influence over the design and construction of buildings in the National Parks at this time:  

Stephen Mather, Director of the National Park Service, and Daniel Hull, his assistant. Both 

were involved in the development of tourist facilities throughout the Parks and knew 

Underwood through his friend Paul Kiessig, with whom Underwood had worked in Arthur 

Kelly’s office and who had begun working with Hull for the Park Service.38 These 

connections, in addition to Underwood’s experience with designing hotels during the 

                                                           
36 Joyce Zaitlin, Gilbert Stanley Underwood: His Rustic, Art Deco, and Federal Architecture (Malibu:  
Pangloss Press, 1989), 7-8. 
37 Ibid, 10-15. 
38 Ibid, 14. 
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intervening years between his studies at the University of Illinois and Yale, meant he was 

well placed to be recommended for several projects already under discussion by the time he 

had moved to Los Angeles in 1923. 

Between 1924 and 1928, Underwood designed four lodges for the National Park Service, in 

collaboration with the Union Pacific Railroad, which would come to define not only his own 

Rustic style, but also what many visitors would consider some of the most iconic examples 

of early 20th century National Park architecture. His designs for Zion Lodge (1924), Bryce 

Lodge (1924), Grand Canyon North Rim (1928), and, especially, the Ahwahnee Hotel 

(1927), reflected the influence of Northern European alpine lodge styles on Park 

architecture39, and the desire of the railroad companies to attract wealthy trendsetters to 

luxury accommodations that offered an alternative to tents and campsites (Figures 13-16). 

The resulting structures incorporated natural elements from the surrounding landscape, 

such as stone and heavy timber framing, and capitalized on dramatic presentations of the 

biggest attraction to the lodges:  namely, the sweeping views of the Grand Canyon, Zion and 

Bryce Canyons, and the cliffs of the valley at the Ahwahnee. While it is arguably impossible 

to compete with the stunning natural environment in the National Parks, Underwood’s 

elegant lodges became almost as much of an attraction as the landscape itself. 

 

                                                           
39 As seen in Robert Reamer’s design for Old Faithful Lodge in Yellowstone National Park of 1903. 
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Figure 13: "Tourists leaving Zion Lodge for the Temple of Sinawava and trail trip to Narrows", September 8, 1929. 
Credit: G. Grant, Record Group 79: Records of the National Park Service, 1785 - 2006, Photographs of the Zion and 
Bryce Canyon National Parks, 1929, U.S. National Archives and Records Administration, 
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tourists_leaving_Zion_Lodge_for_the_Temple_of_Sinawava_and_trail_trip_
to_Narrows._-_NARA_-_520535.jpg. 

  

Figure 14: Contemporary image of Bryce Canyon Lodge, completed 1924. Credit: en.wikipedia.org.  

  


