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CHAPTER 1

MILESTONES IN CONSBRVATION HISTORY

UNTIL RECENTLY, as the scientist measures time, man himself
was a part of the wildlife community. For all but the last few
thousand of his million-odd years, little but a larger and more
highly developed brain set him apart from the apes. This a et
has been enough to permit him to attain domination over all
other living things, to reshape the surface of his planet, and to
probe the secrets of outer space.

Earliest man was a hunter and scavenger, prowling in packs
in search of fruit snd meat and, much later, for hides to protect
his body. Long before he lcarned to domesticate animals, he
may have noticed that areas burmed over by lightning-set fires
attracted birds and mammals that he prized for meat.

After he learned to make fire, early man probably burned
such areas deliberately, as explorers found the American Indians
doing along the Atlantic seaboard in the early 1600's. 1f this
guess is correct, then wildlife management must be one of the
oldest of human enterprises. Since wildlife management is de-
liberate control of wild w?-:u_n for human benefit, the creation
of clearings to attract game for hunting would be wildlife man-
agement of a basic form.

With the establishment of towns and the development of agri-
culture, wild meat became less necessary, but effort to control
wild animals remained important. Outside the towns, the coun-
tryside swarmed with dangerous animals. Wolves, lions, and
other predators, used to feeding on fleet deer and powerful bison,
found sluggish domesticated sheep and cattle easy prey. Crows,
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rooks, and magpies flocked into cropfields to feed on grain or
newly sown seeds. The plant-eating animals must have been
constant threats to the success of the farmer, and warding off
their raids must have been a full-time job. This, 100, was early
wildlife management. X

Hunting remained important long after man no Jonger de-
pended on it for his basic needs. Some choice furs and leathers
could be obtained only by killing animals that could not readily
be domesticaied, and wild meats of various kinds were preferred
by Babylonian and Egyptian sophisticates. Stock-killing and
man-killing predators, like the lion, and the larger plant eaters,
like the wild ox, that were not frightened from a garden plol
by a boy, could be eliminated only by warriors strong enough
to kill the marauder.

\
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e Many ceénturies before this, possibly while men still hu. _.

in fireless caves, their Jeaders forbade the members of certain
clans to kill some species of animals or to kill them at certain
seasons. The intent may have been purely religious, but it is
more likely that taboos of this kind originated in an attempt by
wise leaders to use fear of religious retribution to ration stocks
of animals on whose existence the tribe's well-being depended.
Whatever their origin, primitive taboos were the world’s first
game laws.

The first known written game law appears in the laws of
Moses (Deuteronomy 22:6):

“If g bird's nest chance to be before thee in the way, in any
tree or on the ground, with young or eggs, and the dam sitting
upon the young, or upon the eggs, thou shalt not take the dam
with the young. . ..”

As human society developed around individual skills and
class privilege, a concept developed that would have been for-
eign 1o prehistoric man. This was hunting animals solely for
sport rather than for meat. The art of the Babylonians and Egyp-
tians shows spirited hunting scenes in which kings and nobles
shoot lions from chariots or hunt with trained falcons. Probably
choice hunting areas near each city were reserved for royalty or
nobility. Marco Polo, traveling through the land of the Mon-
gols in the 13th century, described a hunting preserve of Kublai
Khan on which keepers protected the game, planted food *. . .
in order that the birds may not be in want of nourishment,”
and warded off trespassers. The Khan had prohibited the killing
of “hares, roebucks, fallow deer, stags, or other animals of that
kind between the months of March and October,” thus estab-
lishing the world’s first known closed hunting season.

Startlingly similer laws appeared in feudal Europe. The
game park was a parl of every baronial estate. The Master of
Game to Henry IV of England reported that stags of hart or red
deer could be hunted in the 1400’s only between St. John's Tide
(June 24) and Holyrood Day (September 14). Henry VII de-
creed a closed season on waterfowl between May 31 and August
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With the end of the Revolutionary War, the new states re-
tained the few laws for wildlife protection that had been en-
acted by colonial governments. Enforcement of these laws be-
came laxer, however, than it had been before the war. The office
of deer reeve was dropped with most other trappings of British
rule. The new town and county police officials rarely ventured
far into the woods. As settlement moved westward, however,
wild game and fur continued to provide food, clothing, and
profits. This was true not only on the frontier, where settlers
and troops lived largely on game, but in the cities, where in
public markets sides of buffale, haunches of deer, and braces of
wild ducks hung slong with beef, mutton, and poultry. Soan
after the Civil War ended in 1865, market hunting hit its peak
in the greatest mass slaughter of wildlife that the world has
experienced.

In 1872 the plains began to swarm with buffale hunters, the
most colorful buichers that America had seen. They slaugh-
tered buffalo, or bieon, literally by the millions, often taking only
the tongues or hides and leaving the meat to rot. One hunter
took 1500 in a week, and 50 a day was considered a poor
average. In 1872 and 1873 the railroads from Kansas hauled
1,250,000 hides to eastern tanneries. By 1880 the huge herds,
the greatest living spectacle in America, were gone. The govern-
ment had done nothing to stop the slaughter. It had helped to
encourage it as part of the bitter war against the Indian whose
survival depended upon the buffalo.

Another great natural spectacle ended in the same period.
This was the awesome migration of the passenger pigeon, in
appearance a larger and more richly plumaged version of the
common mourning dove. The pigeon nested in colonies of fan-
tastic density in the hardwood forests that once blanketed the
northeastern United States. Some roosts stretched over 90 square
miles, and often there were a hundred nests in one tree. Alex-
ander Wilson, a Scots naturalist who toured America in the early
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Wildlife conservatin i America was spurred by the slaughter and eventun! exterralantion
of the prisenger pigeon.
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31, In mu_.eval England and much of Europe hunting choicer
species was reserved for the aristocracy; the poor were limited
1o rabbits, bares, and other lesser animals. Netting salmon,
killing deer, or poaching on the royal game preserves ranked
as crimes only slightly below high treason. None but the holdest
of outlaws, like legendary Robin Hood, dared flout these laws.

During the reign of Henry VIII, animals destructive of crops,
livestock, or game were branded as “vermin,” which could be
killed at any time. A reward, or bounty, was placed on them.

All of these practices were established in European culture
when ships carrying the first settlers to the New Warld dropped
their anchors in the James River, Cape Cod Bay, and Boston
Harbor in the early 17th century.

WiLpLIFE 1N COLONIAL AMERICA

Whatever ideas about wildlife the colonists may have brought
from the Old Weorld were modified quickly. Wildlife in America
was so abundant that at first there seemed no reason to restrict
its use. The very survival of all early settlements, cut off from
the civilized world by a month-long sea voyage, depended on a
flow of wild meat and fish into the kitchens. Indians were en-
Jisted as market hunters, and the settlers soon leamed to shoot
and snare the turkeys and deer. A fur trade, based on the heaver,
started immediately at Jamestown. Govemor William Bradford
of Plymouth wrote that on July 6, 1621, a ship sailed for Eng-
land loaded with clapboard “and two hoggsheads of Beaver and
Oter skinnes, which [the colonists] had traded for a few trifling
commodities. . . .”" From then on, the fur trade paved the way
for settlement from coast to coast.

Unlike the French in Canada, who adapted themselves to the
wilderness, the English settlers tried to eliminate the wilderness
and replace it with a landscape of spired towns and cleared land
filled with cattle and sheep. A major obstacle 1o achieving this
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goal were predators, especially the timber wolf, which 4
from the surrounding forest to kill cattle, sheep, and swine. The
first laws dealing with wildlife in the New World were designed
1o reduce this threat.

Each colony soon after its establishment adopted bounties for
the scalps of wolves and other predators.

Virginia went a step further and placed a tax of wolf pelts
on the local Indian tribes, setting a quota for each tribe based
on the number of its able-bodied hunters. Colonists often were
required to participate in wolf drives, to tend wolf pits, or to
conduct poisoning campaigns. Militia companies often trained
for Indian warfare by hunting wolves. Spits of land extending
into the sea were enclosed with wolfproof fences; a proposal
advanced in the Massachusetts legislature called for the con-
struction of & similar fence all the way across Cape Cod. Despite
these measures, the wolf remained as a major Jocal threat to live-
stock in New England well into the 1800°s.

In colonial America, furs, buckskin, and the meat of deer,
turkeys, waterfowl, and upland game were important items of
commerce. But hunting at all seasons and massive land-clearing
projects soon cut into the source of supply. As early as 1639
Newport, Rhode Island, made it illegal to kill deer between
May 1 and November 1 each year. Neighboring Portsmouth in
1646 adopted a similar law, stating that violators should be fined
five pounds, with half going to the town treasury and half to the
man making the arrest. By 1720 nearly all of the colonies had
adopted 1aws like these and had authorized the towns to appoint
“deer reeves” or “informers of the deer,” whose duty was to
ferret out violators of the deer laws. In Northampton, Massa-
chusetts, one penniless poacher was sentenced 1o work off his
fine over four months. His services as an involuntary servant
were sold at auction!

These laws were about the only serious effort by colonial
governments to check the decline of wildlife.
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1800’s, mistook the roar of one flock for the sound of an on-
rushing tornado. A second flock, which he saw in Kentucky, he
estimated to contain 2,230,272,000 birds. He said the flock was
240 miles long, a mile across, and contained three birds per
square yard of area!

From their roosts, the pigeons foraged over hundreds of miles,
moving in great waves and stripping the forests of nuts and
acorns. John James Audubon thought the flocks “inexhaustible,”
even after seeing the start of the slaughter that led to their end.
“] have satisfied myself by long observation,” he wrote, “that
nothing but the gradual diminution of our forests can accom-
plish their decrease.”

The settlers were not long in exploiting this “inexhaustible”
resource. Nestlings were prized, and Indian hunters killed them
by the thousands, knocking them from their nests to sell to the
whites. When settlement invaded the hardwood forests west of
the Appalachians, however, the slaughter began in earnest.
Families obtained their winter’s supply of pigeon meat simply
by shooting into passing flocks that sometimes darkened the
skies, but shooting was the least efficient method. Market hunters
moved into the roosts, built smudge fires to suffocate the nestlings
and to drive the blinded adults into huge nets. They often cut
heavily nested trees, killed the squabs and plucked and salted
them on the spot.

When railroads entered the Ohio Valley, the slaughter gained
momentum. Meanwhile, the virgin hardwood forest was elim-
inated ‘at a rate of speed much more rapid than “gradual
diminution.” In 1878 “pigeoneers” invaded one of the great
colonies near Petosky, Michigan. Five carloads of pigeons were
hauled from the town every day for 30 days. When this supply
was exhausted, the netters concentrated in Grand Traverse
County, Michigan, where a smaller roost existed. In 1881 they
burned over the roost and took an estimated million birds. That
was the last big roost; the spectacular flocks were finished. By
1890 the sight of a dozen birds was considered a rarity. The
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last known passenger pigeon on earth died on September 1, J

1914, in the Cincinnati Zoological Garden.

The first protests against wildlife slaughter came from two
strangely unrelated groups—sport hunters, who were a armed
at the inroads the market hunters were making into game sup-
plies, and scientists, who feared loss of part of America’s fauna.
These groups obtained scattered local or state laws; but the laws
went unenforced, and many of those that had been passed were
50 liberal as to be meaningless.

One of the first to call for the end of market hunting was
Henry William Herbert, a sensitive naturalized American from
England, whose writings under the name “Frank Forester” were
read by millions. Herbert maintained that wildlife should be
used moderately for recreation rather than exploited for com-
merce. His words found sympathetic ears in the New York Game
Protective Association, a society of sportsmen founded in 1844
as the New York Sporting Club. Similar societies were formed
in most of the states before 1900. All of them demanded an end
to the exploitation of wildlife.

Scientific interest, meanwhile, was crystalizing. The works of
Audubon, Wilson, and William Bartram were published in popu-
lar articles in family periodicals. After the Civil War, Ameri-
cans developed a great thirst for knowledge and culture. They
drank heavily of everything smacking of science. In response
to this growing public interest, Congress in 1871 established the
United States Fishery Commission. Under the direction of Dr.
Spencer Fullerton Baird, the commission began to study and
propagate fishes. Within a few years most of the states had
created similar agencies. The responsibilities of these early fish
commissions were expanded gradually to cover birds and mam-
mals. A similar trend took place in the federal agency when,
at the request of the American Ornithologists’ Union, Congress,
on March 3, 1885, authorized the Department of Agriculture
1o study the economic importance of birds. This office soon
hecame the Biological Survey whose professional stafl could
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