Nothing New About “The Gun Rack Pack”

  In a recent article for USA Today, called “Conservative Sportsmen Turn Against Bush,” Alaska writer Nick Jans seems surprised that hunters and anglers are speaking out for the protection of Montana’s Rocky Mountain Front. In that same article, he tells of President Bush’s recent exemption of Alaska’s Tongass National Forest from the Roadless Rule, and writes: “A powerful rumble of discontent is growing from what seems, at first glance, an unlikely source. . . Just weeks before the exemption was declared, Dale Bosworth, chief of the Forest Service, received a petition from the Northern Sportsmen Network of Juneau, Alaska. It was signed by 470 gun clubs from across the USA, 40 of them based in President Bush’ home state of Texas.” 

  Such stories have grown popular, of late, and the media seem to be eating it up. I recently participated in a Trout Unlimited-sponsored trip to Washington, D.C., along with other hunters and anglers from throughout the West, to express our concerns about the energy bill before the Senate. (See story, page 1). More interested in sound bites than stories, some journalists seemed obsessed with the “Conservative Sportsmen Turn against Bush” angle. “Move over, soccer moms,” reads the lead of a piece in the Salt Lake Tribune. “A new political constituency of swing voters has landed on the national political radar, hoping to get the attention of a Republican administration they say is in danger of losing their loyalty. Call them the gun rack pack.”

  Of course, as we know all too well, there is nothing “new” about a sportsmen constituency, and such rumblings of discontent are certainly not an “unlikely source.”  Hunters and anglers have been at the forefront of our nation’s conservation and wildlife heritage since before the days of Theodore Roosevelt, and have never been shy about speaking out on behalf of wildlife and wild places. Certainly, we hunters and anglers tend to be a conservative bunch, are generally seen as partners of state and federal wildlife and land management agencies, and can hardly be perceived as political rabble rousers. Being strong advocates of gun rights, we hunters often vote Republican. Which is why, lately, some politicians take us for granted. They shouldn’t.  

  One of my companions on the Washington D.C. trip was Ryan Busse, Vice President for Kimber Mfg. of Kalispell, MT. “I’m in the gun business. I’m definitely a conservative Republican. But I find myself looking at this as an issue that surpasses all political affiliations,” Busse says. “In Montana, and certainly Wyoming and Colorado, hunting and fishing isn’t only something we do, it is who we are. Somebody who wants to destroy that, or some of these policies that want to destroy that, even as much as we want to support that person or that party on everything else, we just can’t, because who we are is pretty intricate to us and hunting and fishing, it doesn’t get any more sacred.” 

  Stoney Burk, an attorney, businessman and avid hunter, fisherman and outdoorsman from Choteau, MT. expressed similar concerns. “I consider myself conservative, but am worried about and opposed to the Bush administration’s invasion of our last remaining roadless lands,” Burk says. “These remaining wild lands provide some of the last tracts of uninterrupted wildlife corridors, habitat and renewable wildlife populations.” 

  Of course, there are Republicans and Democrats who would impair our public lands for short-term profit, just as there are Republicans and Democrats fighting to protect and conserve such places. Personally, I’d love to see a revival of Roosevelt’s infamous Bull Moose Party to put balance and common sense back into conservation. Of course, that’s an unrealistic dream. But with 47 million hunters and anglers in the United States (382,000 in Montana) we could and should be a potent force for conservation, and shaping the policies of all political parties.  

  “I am a lifelong Republican, and have never voted for a Democrat in a national election,” Busse says. “I have long since believed that there should be a new ‘conservative wing’ that embraces most of the Republican platform but that also places a strong value on wilderness, unspoiled land and wildlife. I know these people exist, because I work with them every day; presidents of companies and high-level executives who love to hunt, fish, hike and have wilderness experiences and yet all are ardent conservatives. I think the movement is there, and waiting to pop up in a big way.”   

  The stewardship and protection of our wildlife and wild places is not, and should not be a partisan issue. Increasingly, however, we are facing unprecedented threats to our wildlife and wildlands—including top-down policies that promote irresponsible gas and oil development, expanded use of off-road vehicles, rollbacks on roadless land protections and removal of protections for fish and wildlife.  

  We hunters and anglers have always been leaders in wildlife Conservation. We may seem dormant at times, and slow to anger, but every now and then we wake up, flex our muscles and remind our politicians of a simple message: We don’t care if you’re Republican, Democrat or Independent—don’t mess with our wildlife, hunting and angling heritage.  

  Once again, hunters and anglers are speaking out and leading the charge. That should surprise no one. u
