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				Introduction

					It is estimated that over the last two-and-a-half million years, between 20 and 50 ice ages have occurred over the North American continent. During each, the flora and fauna were pushed south to survive, and in between, during the interglacial warming periods, moved north, attempting to evolve with each climate change. Some species such as camels, horses, and lions had already migrated to other continents before they disappeared from North American lands. Others, such as the woolly mammoth, mastodon, giant sloth, and the saber toothed and scimitar-toothed cats disappeared entirely. Several species, such as the giant bison and dwarf pronghorn, managed to survive by adapting and changing size.

					We are presently in an interglacial warm period that began approximately 10,000 years ago. However, toward the end of the last ice age, a new species made its way from Asia into the Americas, and with time dramatically changed both flora and fauna. Mastodons, mammoths, and the giant cats were hunted to extinction and disappeared as the population of this new bipedal species spread. Man had arrived.

				

				The First Americans

					Estimates vary, but the American Indian population may have exceeded 100 million prior to the arrival of the Europeans. Initially hunter-gatherers, hunting by the prehistoric Indians is believed to have significantly reduced wildlife populations, forcing these people to become very effective agriculturalists. Using impressive irrigation techniques, the Indians, primarily in the Mississippi valley, Southwest, and Mexico, supported themselves to a great degree on corn, squash, beans, peppers, and other crops.

					Scientists differ as to the abundance of wildlife on our continent prior to the arrival of Europeans. Earlier textbooks speak of vast numbers of deer, elk, moose, and beavers in eastern forests and millions of buffalo and pronghorn antelope, along with thousands of grizzly bear and elk in the West. More recent historians note that English settlers had a difficult time finding game to hunt and that early Spanish explorers do not even mention seeing the bison. Archeologists, examining animal and bird bones found in campfire sites, now believe that the American Indians may have had a significant impact on North American wildlife and may indeed have decimated large game around their population centers and croplands. Early western explorers found the most game in the no-mans’-land between tribal territories. 

				

				Europeans Arrive

					Once European explorers arrived and the American Indians perished by the millions from diseases to which they had no immunity, the wildlife populations rapidly rebounded. From the 1500s to the mid 1600s, it is believed that there may have only been three to five million American Indians left in what is now the United States. After the Spanish introduced the Indians to horses, their lifestyle changed and their hunting success improved, but not to the extent that it had much impact on wildlife populations.

					The first European emigrants left Europe for various reasons. The Spanish sought gold and silver for both personal wealth and to support their kings’ European military exploits. The French and English searched for land and economic opportunity. Many immigrants came to escape religious and political persecution. In contrast to Europe, where the kings and nobility owned the wildlife, the colonists saw unlimited land and game with little or no government or laws to restrict their ambitions.

					New pressures from the European immigrants tempered the rebound of wildlife. Settlers cleared land for farming and cut forests for homes, mills, and ship construction. Cleared lands reduced wildlife habitat that, combined with subsistence hunting, market hunting, and trapping for furs, had a marked affect on eastern wildlife populations.

				

				The Assault on Wildlife

					As early as 1607, Captain John Smith reported that the French were shipping 25,000 beaver pelts per year to Europe, and by 1650, much of the beaver had been eliminated from the entire East coast. In the Pacific Northwest, the Russian-American Fur Company took seals and sea otters, and by 1768, the Steller’s sea cow was extinct. Bird populations suffered from being taken both for meat and for the plumage used for European ladies’ hats. Deer and turkey populations also declined, again largely due to market and subsistence hunting. In 1748 alone, South Carolina shipped 160,000 deer pelts to England. In the Southwest and Florida, Spaniards introduced thousands of domestic cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs that competed with grazing wildlife and also carried diseases to which the native wild species had no resistance.

					The settlers initially blamed game losses on predators. In 1630, the Massachusetts Bay Colony offered a bounty of one shilling for each wolf killed. When the deer did not rebound, the city of Portsmouth, Rhode Island, in 1646, enacted America’s first closed season on deer hunting. This was the beginning of American’s game management efforts, as well as America’s never-ending conflict over our attitude toward predators.

					The nation expanded in the late 1700s and early 1800s. New settlers moved westward where land and wildlife seemed free and unlimited. It is estimated that there were as many as 25 million buffalo and 10 million pronghorn in the West at that time. The Louisiana Purchase, the War with Mexico, the Oregon Compromise, the Gadsden Purchase, and the purchase of Alaska fulfilled the concept of “Manifest Destiny” and created an America that spanned from coast to coast.

					President Thomas Jefferson sent the Lewis and Clark Corps of Discovery to the Pacific Northwest in 1803. Although they encountered isolated stretches with little game, they found abundant herds of buffalo, elk, and deer in the land between the tribes. By the early 1800s, trading posts established across the West encouraged Indians to harvest game merely to sell hides. In 1830, most of the beaver were gone from the country, and silk had replaced beaver for the manufacture of men’s hats.

					The former trappers became buffalo hunters. In 1833 alone, the American Fur Company shipped 43,000 buffalo hides east, mostly traded from the Indians. Buffalo meat was used by camp towns and crews building railroads to the West, but there was also wanton wastefulness. Many buffalo were killed solely for their hides or tongues, then considered a delicacy. By the mid-1840s, a noticeable decline in buffalo numbers was already evident.

					The 1849 California Gold Rush and the Mormon migration to Salt Lake City brought thousands of Americans westward. The population of the United States nearly doubled from 17 million to 32 million between 1840 and 1860, but the 1861-1865 Civil War took 600,000 lives and slowed both the Western expansion and market hunting, as well as any thoughts of conservation. The Homestead Laws of 1862 allowed anyone to stake out 160 acres of public land for private ownership at no cost if they would simply live on it for five years. This contributed to the final Indian Wars as settlers crowded the tribes out of their traditional hunting grounds and onto reservations in Oklahoma and the Dakotas.

				

				Post-Civil War Wildlife Destruction

					The 1870s saw the final destruction of the bison herds. The influx of railroads made shipment of hides, meat, and tongues to the East economically feasible. “Buffalo Bill” Cody, a hunter for the railroad, once killed 69 bison in a single day and 4,240 in one 18-month period. Other hunters were apparently even more successful. The annual kill in 1865 was one million, and by 1871, it was five million. Most bison were taken solely for their hides, with the rest of the carcass being left to rot. In 1864, Idaho imposed the first closed season on bison hunting, and Colorado and Kansas followed in 1875. However, in 1876, the annihilation of General George Armstrong Custer and 276 soldiers of the 7th Cavalry at the Little Big Horn outraged the public and sealed the fate of both the Indian and the bison. Congress passed a bill that would have stopped the slaughter of the bison, but President Grant, knowing that the rebellious tribes depended on the bison for their very existence, vetoed it. By 1886, there were only 540 bison left in the entire United States, mostly in the Yellowstone area of Montana.

					Although the disappearance of the bison became one of the rallying cries for those concerned about the future of wildlife in the United States, a real eye-opener was the demise of the passenger pigeon. Today it is hard to imagine the abundance of this migratory bird. In 1806, the ornithologist Alexander Wilson recorded a flight one mile wide and 40 miles long, estimated to be over two billion birds. Seven years later, the artist John James Audubon observed in one day, a flight 55 miles long which held an estimated one billion birds — and the flight continued two more days! Market hunters, using cannon-like “punt guns,” nets, and even clubs, slaughtered these flocks, as well as populations of ducks, swans, and geese for the meat markets in America and Europe. The last passenger pigeon died in the Cincinnati Zoo in 1914.

				

			



OEBPS/images/B-CHistoryBooklet_TITLE_fmt.png
A Brief History of Wildlife
Conservation and Research
in North America
o~

Robert D. Brown, Ph.D.
and
Leonard H. Wurman, M.D.
Members | Boone and Crockett Club

Missoula, Montana

2009





OEBPS/images/B-CHistoryBooklet_MISS_fmt.jpeg
/3
Mission Statement

e

It is the mission of the Boone and Crockett Club
to promote the conservation and management of
wildlife, especially big game, and its habitat, to
preserve and encourage hunting and to maintain
the highest ethical standards of fair chase and
sportsmanship in North America.






