70 Years of Conservation

A Montana Tradition – Part II

The year 2005 is a year of celebration for Montana Wildlife Federation. Celebrating 70-years of conservation work, this article is Part II in a three part series that retraces the history of work by members and Montana Wildlife Federation sharing a mission to protect and enhance Montana’s wildlife, lands, waters, and fair chase hunting and fishing heritage.

  Writing for the Montana Wildlife Federation (MWF) newsletter in October 1973, noteworthy conservationists Don Aldrich (deceased) wrote, “Like the birthdate of an idea, the birthdate of a movement is difficult to establish. Local (rod and gun) clubs were organized throughout the state (in the early 1900s) to achieve local objectives. The catalyst which held these units of destiny together range from visionary to environmental catastrophes, but in all cases they were well intended (the restoration and propagation of wildlife, ensuring our hunting and fishing heritage and the conservation of our public resources)…”

  Sifting through the many boxes and files, time capsules filled with the 70-year history of MWF, a story unfolds in which organizational efforts are inseparable from Montana’s wildlife, hunting, and fishing history. Historical records show that the foundation of conservation in Montana was laid almost entirely from the concerns and actions by local rod and gun clubs - hunters and anglers.  It is a story in which many MWF leaders, wildlife champions such as Don Aldrich, were instrumental in the healthy, sustainable habitats, wildlife abundance and public hunting and fishing opportunities we enjoy today. 

  It was 1936. Life magazine published its first edition and “Gone with the Wind” was first put into print. Wildlife in Montana, in general, were struggling although in a few areas two decades of work by sportsmen and a new Fish and Game Department to restore elk, such as in the Sun River country, were beginning to pay off. Sportsmen from across the state were gathered at the Placer Hotel in Helena on May 15 to do something about the future of wildlife in Montana, about the scarcity of game and the lack of conservation planning. The Governor of Montana Elmer Holt welcomed the assemblage, “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.”

  A State Consultant who addressed the group about planning for wildlife conservation said, “Montana needs a well organized association of independent, free-thinking citizens who are unselfishly interested in wildlife conservation and who are devoted to that cause in the broad spirit of general public interest.” Montana Fish and Game Commission chair, Ray G. Lowe, offered further support for the formation of a state organization, “Naturally the Montana Fish and Game Commission is very much interested in this organization. The Commission, as you know, is charged with the responsibility of administering the fish and game program in the state and welcomes the active interest as manifested in this statewide body.”

  The hunters and anglers unanimously voted to establish a highly organized constitutional body that served as a means to unite the myriad of loosely knit hunting and fishing clubs of Montana into a single unified state voice for wildlife restoration and management, to promote the interests of hunters and anglers, and the conservation of our natural resources – Montana Wildlife Federation was born. 

  This meeting set the stage for organizational efforts into the 1940s with members recognizing that as one member said, “One of the first and most needed projects to be undertaken is one of education. Many of us have hunted and fished for 30 years and we are woefully ignorant regarding the principles of game and fish propagation and management.” The group formed an Education Committee that not only reached out to sportsmen but also legislators, commissioners, landowners and the general public. Some attending the conference spoke of the potential political influence a united “sportsmen and conservation” organization could wield. They formed a Legislative Committee. Other members recognized the need for funding, not just for the Federation to do their work but also for the restoration and management of wildlife by the new Fish and Game Department. They formed a Financial Committee that suggested to the attending chair of the Fish and Game Commission that a small portion of each hunting and fishing license that was funding the department should be rolled over from the department to support the state wide organization of citizen hunters and anglers. That funding mechanism never came to fruition and MWF, as it does today, came to rely primarily on the contributions and memberships of hunters and anglers.

  In the year following that meeting, Federations of hunters and anglers across the country, including MWF, were pushing for expanded state wildlife programs.

  In June 1937, a mere year after the Federation was organized; a congressional bill was drafted by a co-founder of the National Wildlife Federation and introduced by two friendly congressmen, Key Pittman and Willis Robertson. The Pittman Robertson Act (PR) provides funding for wildlife restoration, wildlife habitat, wildlife management and research, and hunter education by putting an 11% excise tax on firearms, ammunition, and archery equipment, and a 10% excise tax on handguns.  A portion of these funds are returned to state wildlife management agencies. Renamed, passed and signed by the president within 90 days, the Federal Aid in Wildlife Restoration Act created a self taxation system – sportsmen taxed themselves to provide the funding necessary for the restoration and management of wildlife. This act has been heralded as one of the most productive and important laws in the history of wildlife conservation. 

  What did this Act mean to an organization of concerned hunters and anglers in Montana? The Act would provide the funding for wildlife restoration and management projects, a shot-in-the-arm that made the hopes and dreams of Montana sportsmen a reality. However, some sportsmen and stockmen were leery. Sportsmen realized the benefits of monies flowing into their fish and game department for wildlife restoration but a few were not warm to the idea of government taxation and control over what they considered their money. Stockmen were nervous with the word “conservation” and what it meant to ranch business operations. 

  After lengthy debate between sportsmen, stockmen and legislators, and at the urging of MWF members, the Montana legislature finally accepted and approved the Act for use in Montana and it was signed into law two years later in 1939. 

  Parallel to the growth of conservation efforts, MWF was growing as well and that same year it first incorporated as a non-profit organization, first known as Montana Wildlife Federation District No. 8 of the National Wildlife Federation (NWF) with 46 affiliate clubs. Later in 1959, MWF reincorporated not as a regional arm of NWF but as a stand-alone state organization. 

  In 1941, the first state big game manager, Bob Cooney, was hired by the Fish and Game Department using Montana sportsmen dollars and the new found wealth from PR funds. Bob was more than just a state employee; he was also an active participant and significant influence with MWF. Bob hired biologists and crews of biology students from the university.  He also recruited a few MWF members to help the state in the early 1940s with intense statewide game population surveys. According to our records he attended many MWF membership meetings providing updates on his work and the work being conducted by the department. 

  During these early years, members and the organization were involved in nearly every major wildlife and natural resource issue. Members recognized the value of interrelationships; simply put, you can’t have fish if you don’t have clean streams and you can’t hunt or fish in a parking lot. MWF members and local clubs from across the state engaged in not only hands-on restoration projects, they also worked with commissioners, legislators, and governors to establish new laws. They worked with landowners, department administrators and biologists to survey, improve and conserve critical habitats. They worked on stream flow and channelization issues, season setting and bag limits, and the elimination of markets for game while improving quality public hunting experiences. New state statutes, many of which are still enforced today governing everything from trapping to recreational campgrounds and state parks were drafted and passed with the support of MWF constituents.  

Making History – The First 30 Years

  Interviewed for this article, Orion: The Hunters Institute executive director Jim Posewitz said, “It used to be an unwritten code and accepted way of doing business from the beginning and up until sometime in the1960s that department personnel were on the MWF board. At most meetings the number of department employees and commissioners were equal to the number of attending members.  While they didn’t always agree, they communicated and worked together in the best interest of the public and public wildlife; after all, the agency is the trustee of the publics’ wildlife, they work for the public and sportsmen helped design the Commission and the department.”

  In the late 1930s and early 1940s with some herds of deer and elk beginning to recover, a new problem arose for some private landowners - crop damage. One very significant case along the Rocky Mountain Front led to several substantial and lasting outcomes, one involving an MWF leader, Tom Messelt. This case also set the stage for increasing conflicts between some ranchers and sportsmen; it also led to many new landowner/sportsmen partnerships.  

  The Sun River elk herd was rebounding due to the establishment of the Sun River Game Preserve in 1913. The majority of landowners along the Front appreciated the restoration of the herd but to a few who repeatedly suffered crop loss or winter pasture damage when animals were forced out of the mountains due to deep snow, they were a menace. An advertisement appeared in an eastern newspaper, “Wanted – Machine Gunners to Shoot Elk Destroying Ranchers’ Hay Stacks.” The department had been attempting to resolve the problem by hazing but this was not working when one rancher, C. R. Rathbone, advertised for gunners. The gunners never came and Rathbone took matters into his own hands, he shot one of the elk – illegally. Rathbone was arrested and convicted. He contended that he was protecting his private property. The case went to the Montana Supreme Court that ruled, “One who acquires property in Montana does so with notice and knowledge of the presence of wild game and presumably is cognizant of its natural habits…there may be some injury to property or inconvenience from wild game for which there is no recourse.” 

  The Rathbone case set an important legal precedent that is upheld to this day and it also brought attention to a new problem of wildlife management that is still often a problem.  How do we effectively manage increasing populations and minimize the impact to landowners especially if a landowner has a low tolerance not only for wildlife but also for public hunting? This circumstance proved to be a turning point and influenced many Commission season setting and bag limit decisions. It also served as a catalyst for sportsmen and the department to consider land acquisitions of critical winter range and the setting aside of primitive areas.

  Just two years after the Rathbone case, the South Fork, Pentagon and Sun River Primitive Areas were established with the help and support of sportsmen; many were members of MWF. This area was later designated the Bob Marshall Wilderness in 1964.  

  Sensitive to the Sun River-Rathbone incident and having a passion for restoring elk in the area, an MWF leader and Great Falls businessman, Tom Messelt wanted to do something about it. Tom was the second secretary of MWF, a post he held for 18 years, an organizer of the Fish and Game Commission, a member of the Montana Stockgrowers, the Montana Livestock Association and the Montana Woolgrowers. Tom volunteered, as MWF leaders frequently do, to act as an organizer of a committee for the Commission and the Forest Service to explore solutions. Musselt recruited a member from each of the livestock organizations he belonged to and three MWF affiliate groups, the Cascade County Wildlife Assoc., the Helena Wildlife Assoc., and Choteau Sportsmen.  

  At the first meeting, held on horseback as the group toured the area, discussions explored the real problem: if the expanding elk herd was going to be sustained they required adequate, secure winter range. They talked about the possibilities of buying land for wildlife. Not long after this meeting, an elderly rancher who had always secretly dreamed his ranch would become a safe haven for wintering elk called the department offering his property for purchase; the department would have the first option if they could act quickly. Another potential buyer already had his check written and the landowner wanted ten per cent as a down payment in a certified check that very same day. It was eleven o’clock on a Saturday, the banks closed at noon. There was no way the department could close the deal. Messelt called the chair of his committee, a Choteau stockman, hunter and friend, Carl Malone. Between the two, using personal funds, they split the down payment of $10,000 and the deal was made - the land would be turned over to the department - the Sun River Game Range was established.  Thanks to the quick thinking of MWF member Messelt, and a partnership with a stockman, the state had its second winter range. More acreage was later acquired by the department to adequately sustain an increasing Sun River elk herd. Today this area totals more than 20,000 acres and annually winters more than 2,000 elk.          

  Acquiring winter range with sportsmen dollars became a major program for the department and sportsmen. Hunters were sympathetic to landowners suffering game damage and worked with landowners and the department to establish new game damage laws. Sportsmen were also very mindful of what happened to wildlife during dust bowl years; the concept of setting aside critical habitats, wild landscapes was evolving, conservation was changing in Montana – sportsmen and MWF were making history. 

  As game increased so too did hunting and landowner complaints. In 1948, an affiliate of MWF, the Helena Wildlife Association initiated the first statewide Landowner/Sportsmen Relations program. From this effort evolved collaborative landowner/sportsmen projects such as the planting of shelter-belts by sportsmen. Many variations of this program were used for years to come by other clubs around the state. With a new Strategic Plan adopted in 2004, MWF hopes to soon launch a similar effort in 2006.

  The 1940s were busy times for wildlife, conservation and our nation. The science of managing wildlife and our landscapes was in its infancy when Pearl Harbor was attacked. Many MWF members, hunters and anglers and department employees joined the armed services to defend our country. The impact to Montana and our wildlife was noticeable. Fewer dollars from low hunting and fishing license sales were available to the department and there were fewer qualified employees to conduct fieldwork. Again, some members of MWF stepped forward as volunteers to help the department in the field. Members helped with everything from raising and releasing pheasants, capturing and relocating big game, to field surveys. 

  A nation at war recognized wild game as a valuable asset. The theory was that if we were invaded, game could become an important food source. There was also another value to soldiers who would someday return home. “Wildlife must be so managed that when the boys who are fighting for us return, they will be able to again enjoy the pleasures and the solace of the out-of-doors and the wild things that are so much a part of it. We can certainly do no less.” (1941-1942 Fish and Game Commission Biennial Report) State wildlife agencies were encouraged by the War Department to continue the rebuilding of game populations. 

  Efforts did continued to restore wildlife; “Between 1941 and 1950, mountain goats, bighorn sheep, elk, mule deer, white-tailed deer, antelope, sage grouse, ring-necked pheasants, pine martin, and beaver were all trapped and relocated.” (Montana Outdoors, Nov/Dec 2000). 

  At this same time, concerns were being raised over the quality of our fisheries and increasing angling pressure. At the MWF Annual Convention in 1946, a member of the Flathead Sportsmens Association, Dr. C.G. Sundelius addressed members; “The day of the horse and buggy is gone. We travel farther now in thirty minutes than we could in a day a few years back. We also have planes. Thousands now reach the streams, rivers and lakes. With this expanded pressure our fish are decreasing. What are we going to do about it?”  He suggested, and the Federation agreed, that new funding was needed for stream improvements, to build hatcheries and to expand the fish planting program. MWF in collaboration with the department legislatively raised the cost of the fishing license. In 1947, the department hired its first fisheries biologist.    

  Other states and other sportsmen across the nation were also concerned about the condition of abused watersheds and increasing pressure on fisheries. Fashioned after the PR Act, congress passed the Dingell-Johnson Act in 1950. The act set up a funding program from taxes on fishing equipment and pleasure boats for the restoration and management of our fisheries. This funding brought new opportunities for the department, for sportsmen and for MWF, which was already engaged with many water and fishery issues. In 1955 the MWF Water Pollution Committee worked with groups around Montana and the department to pass a water pollution control law. In 1957, MWF began to look into an increasing problem – lack of public access to streams. It passed its first stream access business resolution the next year. 

  The affiliated clubs of MWF during the 50s were also active with their own issues. For example, the Polson Outdoors club established, in collaboration with the Commission, the first “public migratory hunting area” near Pablo. Several members and clubs moved legislation that required conservation of wildlife to be taught in elementary schools, and at the two state colleges. Tom Messelt developed a traveling Conservation Education Forums program. After a few years the program was passed on to Dr. Les Pengelly and Eldon Smith who served as “Wildlife Extension Agents” paid by the universities and the department to teach sportsmen and sportsmen’s clubs the necessity of not only counting the game for taking, but how to protect their habitat. With the aid of many MWF club members who on their own time were already teaching youth hunter safety, the department established the states first formal Hunter Safety Education Program in 1957. Today, many MWF club members continue this tradition believing that our youth will ensure our hunting heritage if they have an in-depth understanding of fair chase ethics and hunter behavior, firearm safety, landowner appreciation and respect for the wildlife they pursue.  

  Other efforts by MWF and its affiliate during the 1950s are so numerous they all cannot possibly be included in this space-restrained article. Local clubs tackled issues of roading, water pollution, Yellowstone river water quality, predator control, commissioner appointments, Yellowstone National Park elk issues and many, many more. Clubs were also engaged in a statewide public and youth education effort. Most clubs had youth conservation projects “planting trees, shrubs, and grasses in order not only to develop good upland game bird cover but also to promote soil and water conservation.”  Some affiliates coordinate farm land posting projects with Boy Scouts putting up signs informing hunters how to obtain permission. MWF affiliates worked together with stockgrowers to draft and introduce the first “game check station” legislation.

MWF had become an effective, respected and highly influential organization of doers.

  The State Game Warden and executive officer of the F&G Commission speaking at an MWF convention in the 50s, Bob Lambreth, summarized MWF’s influence on the department best. “… the Montana Fish and Game Department has passed the half century mark. The growth of the department has been dependent upon the influence of sportsmen…the MWF has played an important part in this program. We now have the Fish and Game Act (establishing the basic design of the department) amendments passed by the last legislative assembly, for which the Federation can accept a large part of the credit.” 

  The work of the Federation, its clubs, leaders and members working with their department were paying dividends with hunting and fishing opportunities aplenty. Mule deer numbers were higher than most people could ever remember. Spearheaded by Don Aldrich, MWF was able to get the buck law that was enacted in 1936, limiting hunting to bucks only, repealed. Increasing numbers of antelope, moose and big horn sheep also allowed the reauthorization of limited hunting. 

  Regardless of what appeared to be a renaissance for wildlife, there were still areas of Montana where wildlife were struggling and some sportsmen believed they knew the answer.  Ken Baldwin, a member of the Federation several years prior to becoming vice-president for two years and later president said, “ There was a time when practically the only thing we talked about and fought over were how many birds, or how many fish, how many deer we were going to harvest or how many antelope. We were not, in the early days, so vitally interested in the habitat or the acquisition of wildlife grazing lands and so forth.”

  Another member speaking at the MWF Annual Convention in 1958 said, “Laws regulating seasons and take were adopted but the maintenance of the resource at a level above remnant populations did not appear promising, until it was realized that the production of fish and game required suitable habitat and careful management.”

  Montana was experiencing growing pains, new industry, new development, new political allegiances and pressures, new roads, and new mechanized travel; the Jeep was fast becoming the most popular vehicle of sportsmen. In 1960 the population grew to nearly 675,000. The first wave of baby-boomers would soon be of age to influence policy. Potent forces were about to change Montana. Biology, science and conservation were about to collide with two powerful energies at a level we had not experienced before – politics and a new environmental attitude.    

  “With the help of the Billings Jaycees and the Montana Wildlife Federation, the department launched a campaign to inform the public about the dangers of stream channel alteration. This led to passage by a narrow vote in the 1963 legislature of the Stream Conservation Act, the first such law in the nation (the act had a two-year limition).” (Montana Outdoors, November/December 2000). In 1965, with substantial support by MWF, an amended version of the act, renamed the Stream Preservation Act, was overwhelmingly approved by the legislature and made permanent.

  It was thirty-years after MWF was formally organized, 1966; Don Aldrich was elected president of an organization, with thirty-three affiliate clubs, that would soon experience major changes. 

  Respecting, holding in high regard and wishing to acknowledge within the pages of the Montana Wildlife newsletter the work of the individuals and organizations that were recognized at this years statewide 70th Conservation Awards (page 16 ), the remainder of this article will be published in the next, Aug/Sept edition.    

