70 Years of Conservation

A Montana Tradition

  This is not a very good spot to be, I thought, nestling closer to a large boulder, trying to blend in among a reef rock outcrop jutting abruptly out of rolling plains. I need to stay off the ridge line. 

  Pronghorn have eyes for predators and the dozen or so feeding on the sagebrush flat a few hundred feet below and about three-quarters of a mile out were being stalked by my son. Our favorite hunting is “walk-n-stalk,” which sometimes means 8 to 10 miles underfoot per day. He was working his way upwind between the sage and behind the small humps and bumps – closer and closer, hoping for a good, clean harvest. This will take awhile, I thought, I need to sit tight. 

  Looking off to the right, I was distracted by another group of more than thirty prairie goats, as they are often called, about two miles away. Looking through my binoculars, further to the right, yet another 20-30 head, and out to the left another dozen or so, and beyond them another band. It was a pronghorn mecca!

  My mind drifted away from the hunt, and I began glassing the plains that stretched out  further than I could see, thinking about a Fish, Wildlife and Parks (FWP) document I had recently read stating that the Montana antelope population in 1925, in total, was only about 3,000 animals. Hunting had been curtailed. Seventy years later, in 1995, or just ten years ago, the population had climbed to around 102,000. Today FWP puts the number at 220,000. How did this happen? I was fairly familiar with the answer; but knowing that Montana Wildlife Federation would soon be celebrating its 70th Annual Convention, I thought I should look into it more. Did MWF have anything to do with this abundance of antelope? 

  Whomp!  

  The shot startled me back to the present. Yahoo son!

  Several months later, post season, my attention focused on the 2005 legislative session. And now, with only a month before our Convention, a long time Wildlife Legacy Council member of MWF asked me if we were going to do any chronology of MWF’s involvements through the years in the newsletter. I flashed back to my son’s successful pronghorn hunt – it reminded me – I knew there was something I wanted to do over the past few months. 

  I pulled box after dusty box from storage; the files told a story that could not be captured in a simple chronology but that should some day be bound. This is a story that does not begin in 1936 when MWF, an assemblage of grassroots doers was formalized. Rather, it has its origins 100 years prior. On the pages that follow we have put together a very abbreviated chronology of ‘Wildlife Milestones’ – a history at-a-glance in which MWF has been a mainstay in the life of fish and wildlife conservation and our Montana hunting and fishing heritage. I’ll get back to the boxes and MWF later; but first there are several significant events that influenced the landscapes and wildlife and that triggered the organization of Montana conservation minded hunters and anglers who are such vital components to this story. 

Origins of Conservation in Montana

  Following the survey performed by the Corps of Discovery, Lewis and Clark, it didn’t take long for settlers, market hunters and fur traders to hear about a newly acquired region of great and diverse natural wealth; a land where you could ride the prairie for a week and never be out of sight of massive buffalo herds or pronghorn.  Grizzlies roamed the prairies too, our streams were crystal clear and boiling with fish; a big land, a lot of land with natural resources that seemed inexhaustible. The courageous honyockers arrived in Montana ambitious, adventurous, with dreams of great wealth, seeking open space, land ownership and the ability to live off the rich land. 

  This flood of pioneers compared little to what occurred following 1862. Passed by Congress to encourage settlement of the west, attempting to pass the vast public domain into private hands, the Free Homestead Act allowed farmers to “prove up” on 160 acres - for free - by simply cultivating the land for five years or if they chose to buy it outright at $1.25 per acre.  With the new homesteaders also came miners and the discovery of gold brought another wave of explorers. While there was an insurgence of new settlers into Montana, Congress believed that with a pace of 160 acres at a time it could take decades to develop the western rangelands and that the parcels were too small to support or attract families. In 1877 they passed the Desert Land Act; upping the ante, first to 320 acres and later 640 acres. Even though big game laws were beginning to be set (the first in 1872 closed the season from Feb to August each year) this was the beginning of the end of wildlife abundance in Montana – in this century. After all, who was going to catch or do anything about a homestead family living in a sod hut in the middle of nowhere that shot an elk or deer or antelope anytime the pot was empty or a new winter coat was badly needed?

  Contributing to the decline of wildlife populations was the building of a “great railroad,” the Great Northern Pacific Railroad brought a new rush, an influx of settlers which continued into the 1920s. Before the railroad, elk and buffalo were still fairly common sights on the Great Plains and even an occasional grizzly bear. In 1884 the last commercial shipment of buffalo went down stream on one of the last river boats (a few small remnant herds hung on until about 1886-87). The elk and grizzly that were left retreated into the forests and rugged breaks region.

  In response, a few conservation minded sportsmen and politicians stepped forward. 

  “In many parts of the Territory deer, antelope and elk are openly killed for the hides only, and no part of the carcass used for food. If this wholesale slaughter is to continue, the game of the Territory will soon be exhausted,” said Governor Benjamin F. Potts, January 10, 1888. Small groups of hunters started to come together, many organized around shooting or trap clubs, and they were beginning to talk about their wildlife future, about the increasing scarcity of game in some parts of the state. 

  The landscape was not fairing much better. The Land Act promoted turning up the prairie, the Great Plains, the rolling grasslands, sage brush flats, millions of acres of once bountiful landscapes had been converted to cropland, millions of acres of virgin timber lands were converted to pasture for cattle – lots and lots of cattle – replacing the buffalo on our big land that was so attractive to settlers. Montana was changing forever. 

  Who knows which individual or group spoke up first, maybe it was the increasing conversation around pot bellied stoves at sportsmen clubs, maybe it was the messages the westerners were hearing from the early conservation minded easterners and the growing number of eastern sportsmen clubs – our wildlife is disappearing and we are going to do something about it. Sportsmen pushed for the establishment of the first fish and game commission at the state legislature in 1895. They set big game harvest limits to include eight deer, eight bighorn sheep, eight mountain goat, eight antelope, two moose and two elk; but still in out-of-sight regions of Montana, the slaughter continued. 

  By 1900, new laws were enacted east of the Mississippi such as the Lacey Act which protected wildlife, primarily birds, from greedy plum hunters. In Montana, game was estimated by many to be at an all time low. Sportsmen realized that the approach in the eastern states of not only being politically active and initiating new wildlife protection laws but also that the hiring of game cops was the next logical step – after all, game harvest and protection laws were only as good as enforcement. Sportsmen stepped forward to work with the governor and legislature to make changes. AS a result Montana hired its first “game warden” and eight deputies in 1901. The long tradition of Montana hunters and anglers organizing and working for the conservation and propagation of wildlife in forest, field and plain - was on its way.  

Good Times – Bad Times

  The birth of a hunter driven conservation ethic during the first two decades of the 20th Century had a pronounced bearing on where we are today. Montana was still experiencing a flood of new settlers and Congress was still promoting the development of the west; there was a new push to open all yet unclaimed homestead parcels for private ownership and another land rush ensued. As more people set up home in Montana, hunters and anglers began lining up at established rod and gun clubs and creating new ones – it was a time of great awakening. Hoping to restore wildlife through the principle they knew best, animal husbandry, they began working together trapping and transplanting animals into areas that were depleted of game, restocking fish, often on their own with little technical expertise; sportsmen of this era knew little about biology. Butte copper king, Marcus Daily shipped in the first Chinese ring-necked pheasants, not native to Montana, and planted them on his properties in the Bitterroot Valley. 

  Increasingly, the new Montana Fish and Game Commission contributed to the animal husbandry concept. For years the department brought in special railroad cars filled with fish, not always native species, that were hauled for planting by sportsmen to their favorite waterways or lakes and those that had been depleted. The department directed, with the help of sportsmen, the very first elk transplant moving animals from Yellowstone National Park into the Fleecer Mountain area. The department built the first state fish hatchery at Anaconda in 1908 that within four years raised enough fish so that four million could be planted around the state. 

  All of these local sportsmen club efforts were building a comradeship; new clubs sprang up in every county of the state. One of the largest individual clubs, the Yellowstone Trap Club, incorporated in 1914 as the Billings Rod and Gun Club, the largest affiliate of MWF today with 1500 members. 

  While it seemed the tide was gradually turning for some species thanks to conscientious sportsmen, many were still not doing well. Elk, deer, bighorn sheep and antelope were struggling. Deer, elk and bighorn could rarely be found in eastern Montana; bighorn sheep hunting was closed in 1915, deer hunting was closed in 1917, the former most abundant game of the plains, the antelope, had been over harvested by homesteaders for food and their range plowed - the large bands of pronghorn were gone. In western Montana the Sun River elk herd was estimated at only about 200-300 animals between 1910 -1912. 

  A new logic began to emerge – the setting aside of wildlife sanctuaries or reserves and preserves. In an effort to protect and rebuild the Sun River herd, the Sun River Game Preserve was established in 1913. According to a study in MWF’s files, the establishment of the Preserve was a major event that turned the tide for the herd. A count of the Sun River herd by Forest Service personnel just three years later in 1916 found 2000 animals.

  In 1918, Montana wildlife and homesteaders dealt with a new challenge – drought and grasshoppers. Game birds, elk, deer, and homesteaders all suffered for three to four years. One out of every two farmers abandoned their homesteads. Historian K. Ross Toole, wrote, “The continuing drought and the ceaseless wind battered their deserted houses, shrank their deserted town, and blew the soil they had so arduously plowed eastward in great gray clouds across the horizon.” Between 1920 and 1926 more than half of Montana commercial banks closed, never to reopen; darker days were yet to come.

  Out of this darkness and maybe because of it, sportsmen were again awakened. They believed they could do more and that there was greater power in numbers. This was the beginning of new, larger and more organized regional and county sportsmen groups. In 1923, the Southwestern Montana Sportsmen’s Association was organized to include eight local clubs, the Montana Sportsmen’s Association included six clubs, the Southeastern Sportsmen’s Association included 1700 members and the Montana Wildlife Conservation Association (the precursor organization to MWF) acted as the hub for many of the state wide advocacy efforts. These larger organizations came together in a grassroots movement that changed Montana; they believed their task was to replenish fish and wildlife.  Hands-on-projects such as raising and transplanting pheasants, raising and introducing non-native quail, building private fish hatcheries and restocking steams were all noble and well intended projects.  While the clubs were carrying on their own restoration projects many individual sportsmen were also helping fish and game personnel with goat, bighorn sheep, and antelope transplanting.

  The mid-1920s, the new “roaring twenties”, was an era of rebuilding depleted wildlife populations and setting aside critical lands; it was also an era when our country prospered tremendously. In 1926, the Montana fish and game acquired its first land, 27 acres for game management at the Red Rock Lakes. During this time the nation’s total realized income rose from $74.3 billion to $89 billion in 1929.

  Then again, almost simultaneously even greater tragedies – the Dust Bowl and the Great Depression. The Dust Bowl of the 1930s lasted about a decade. Its primary area of impact was on the southern Plains. The northern Plains were not so badly affected, but nonetheless, the drought, windblown dust and agricultural decline were no strangers to the north. The Great Depression began October 29, 1929, also known as Black Thursday, with a stock market “crash” that eventually left millions of Americans jobless, homeless and penniless.

  Conflicts arose between the Montana Fish and Game Department, charged with managing wildlife in trust for the public, and the U.S. Forest Service, whose job it was to protect the plant life that wildlife needed to survive. These were tumultuous times. 

MWF

  Montanans of the 30s were well acquainted with President Theodore Roosevelt, an avid hunter who frequented the state in the late 1880s and who only held office for two terms (1901-1909). Many knew him for his “bullie” pulpit, some for his dedication of Yellowstone National Park in 1903 but others remembered him for establishing the first national bird reserve in Florida and the 55 federal wildlife reservations and game preserves totaling more than 230 million acres that became the foundation of America’s wildlife habitat conservation system. Most sportsmen also knew him as the “conservation president,” a conservation pioneer that promoted the “public trust.” Roosevelt wrote, “Our aim is to preserve our natural resources for the public as a whole, for the average man and the average woman who make up the body of the American people.”
  However, in the 1930s few hunters roaming the prairies and mountains of Montana or organized through rod and gun clubs knew of Aldo Leopold, J. N. “Ding” Darling or Bob Cooney. No one could foresee the impact that these three men, in their own ways, would have on Montana, on the nation and the future of wildlife, hunting and fishing. 

  At the very same time Bob Cooney, a young Forest Service Junior Range Examiner was studying the Sun River elk herd, vegetation and the impacts from livestock grazing along the Rocky Mountain Front in Montana, another forester, Aldo Leopold was appointed Professor of Game Management at the University of Wisconsin. Leopold had been studying wildlife and forests for 19 years before he sat down to write about the scientific concepts of game management, the dynamics and interrelationship between healthy, habitats and wildlife populations. Leopold would go on to be known as the “father of modern wildlife management.” And, at the same time, J.N. “Ding” Darling was appointed by President Franklin Delano Roosevelt as chief of the U.S. Biological Survey, forerunner of today’s U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

  What did these three men living thousands of miles apart have in common and what do they have to do with MWF?  They all had a passion for wildlife and wanted to understand how we could become better stewards and they did something about it. 

  In Montana, Bob Cooney would become the first State Big Game Manager, direct the game range system, help restore populations of antelope, bighorn sheep, goats and elk, he became a powerful influence with the activities and principles of MWF, and served on the board of the Montana Wilderness Association that he helped organize. 

  In 1935, Leopold assisted in the foundation of The Wilderness Society and in 1936 he assisted with the establishment of a society of wildlife specialists, biologists, and scientists - The Wildlife Society. His writings, such as the Sand County Almanac (1949), became the guiding lights for a new ‘land ethic’.

  Before Darling began his official governmental career he was frustrated with the dwindling population of ducks and he knew something had to be done.  Early in this new career he also became perturbed and felt handicapped by the inability to find qualified government conservation minded staff, he had also become leery of political promises. Between 1934-1935, Darling took it upon himself to raise money for wildlife education projects and the outcome of a series of meetings with industrialists resulted in the organization of the Cooperative Wildlife Research Unit, the North American Wildlife Foundation and The American Game Protective and Propagation Association. With financial backing he continued bringing hunters, anglers, conservationists and researchers together to build the Cooperative Wildlife Research Unit.  In a few states, New York and Indiana, Ding found that they were organizing into state federations and county conservation councils who included hundreds of local, county and state hunter and angler clubs. With the backing of these groups he went to President Roosevelt and asked him for a national meeting of hunters, anglers, agencies and state leaders with the intent of creating a nation wide federation that would work for wildlife conservation. 

Invitations went out to every state in the union, including Montana.

  At this time it was estimated that there were 36,000 local rod and gun clubs spread across the U.S. By now the organizing of local clubs begun in the late 1880s in Montana had realized the organization of at least one club in every county of the state, most had several.

  On February 3-9, 1936, close to two thousand delegates from the United States, Canada and Mexico assembled in Washington D.C. to discuss the state of conservation in North America at the First North American Wildlife Conference. At that meeting, Darling laid out his plan for the “General Wildlife Federation”, later to be known as the National Wildlife Federation (NWF). Darling became the first president of NWF. 

  What evolved from that national meeting was the greatest awakening of everyday, grassroots sportsmen and sportswomen in history. Opening the meeting, President Franklin D. Roosevelt stated that the purpose of the meeting was to: 

“...bring together individuals, organizations and agencies interested in the restoration and conservation of wildlife resources. My hope is that through this conference new cooperation between public and private interests, and between Canada, Mexico and this country, will be developed; that through these proposals existing State and Federal governmental agencies and conservation groups can work cooperatively for the common good.” (MWF recorded Conference notes)

  Attending this national meeting were Ray G. Lowe, Chairman of the 1936 Montana State Fish and Game Commission; Great Falls Wildlife Association President, Louie W. Wendt; the president of the Sanders County Sportsmen’s Association; two board members of the Montana Wildlife Conservation Association; an Assistant Regional Forester; and a Montana State Fish and Game Department game warden. These seven, and representatives from all 48 states were urged to go home and organize state federations, state groups that would create a powerful collective to work for conservation and the restoration of fish and wildlife in America.

  Three months later, on May 15, 1936, at the Placer Hotel in Helena, the Governor of Montana Elmer Holt was introduced to the first assembly of MWF. Chairman of the meeting L. W. Wendt introduced Governor Holt by saying, “It would seem to me that very few words are needed to introduce this gentleman. I understand from many, many people that we have a real honest sportsman at the head of our state. Members of the Montana Wildlife Federation, I present the Governor of Montana.” 

  “Mr. Chairman and fellow sportsmen,” said Holt, “On behalf of the State of Montana, I welcome you and sincerely hope that your meeting will accomplish the results anticipated. I believe that you should proceed with a state organization which will enable you as sportsmen to speak with one voice. In Missoula at a sportsmen’s banquet last winter, I stated that for the reason that YOU pay the bill, YOU should run the affairs of the Fish and Game Commission.” “Throughout the whole State of Montana there are real sportsmen, even in eastern Montana, where wildlife has largely disappeared, that need to be involved. I repeat – a hearty welcome is extended to you with all good wishes for a successful meeting.”

  With delegates from 42 counties at the meeting who voted unanimously to establish the state organization, Montana Wildlife Federation became the first statewide, formally organized assembly of hunters and anglers in Montana. The common thread between attendees at this meeting that established MWF, whether they are rancher, hunter, business owner or politician was that they wanted the landscapes and wildlife of Montana restored. They didn’t exactly know how they were going to do it or what needed to be done but they wanted to be able to hunt and fish and they wanted their children and the children yet to come to live in a state that had fish and wildlife. They talked about the “Citizens Responsibility” in these efforts; they talked about improving policies, regulations, and management. 

  Interviewed for this article, Jim Posewitz, executive director of Orion: The Hunter’s Institute, a former biologist with FWP, and author said, “You have to remember this was all new – self imposed hunting and fishing regulations, depleting wildlife nearly to extinction, settlers in the western landscape – nobody had done this before. Each step was new – wildlife restoration was new, wildlife management and the science of wildlife management was new – the users of wildlife, the benefactors, would become the stewards for restoration. Out of the environmental dust and economic despair that characterized the Montana of the “Dirty 30s’ a federation of hope was born.”

  The story of the Federation is not simply about hunting and fishing opportunities or ensuring there is fish and game to pursue – but a story about people, everyday people with a passion, a fire in their bellies for a continuing, living landscape – and it is a story about Montana. 

  Posewitz said it best, “Through the next seven-decades the Montana Wildlife Federation carried the torch for the cause of wild things and for hunting and fishing, while providing leaders to help launch a Wilderness crusade and a broad environmental advocacy. Today, the Montana landscape throbs with a restored and conserved fish and wildlife abundance that now serves as a beacon to what is possible.” 
  In the next edition of Montana Wildlife we will look deeper into our boxes filled with historic treasures, we will look at the 70 years of work by the Federation, by the volunteer leaders and thousands of members, we will interview past directors, look at our involvements with the FWP Commission and establishing new laws, and look at the major issues out of thousands the Federation has tackled for seven decades. You will read how this organization has been the main artery in the life of fish and wildlife conservation and our hunting and fishing heritage in Montana. u
