
Early European Settlement

Massachusetts Bay Colony offers a one  
shilling bounty per wolf killed. 

closed season on deer hunting. 

The Colonial Age
As more settlers arrived in what are now the U.S. 
and Canada, market hunting and fur trapping for 
export expanded. The French as well as England’s 
Hudson Bay Company took furbearers in the 

Northwest, the Russian-American Fur Company 
took seals and sea otters. Still, in the 1700s, an esti-
mated 40 to 70 million bison and roughly 10 million 
pronghorn roamed the West.

South Carolina ships 160,000 deer pelts to 
England.

The Steller’s sea cow is declared extinct.

Westward Expansion
When Lewis and Clark made their westward ex-
pedition from 1804 to 1806, they observed grizzly 
bears, abundant herds of buffalo and deer, and 
prairie dog towns a mile square. In 1813, James 

decades of the 1800s, trading posts were plentiful 
across the West, prompting trappers and remnant 
tribes of Native Americans to harvest animals for 
their valuable hides.

club in the U.S., forms in Baltimore.

In this single year, the American Fur Com-
pany ships 43,000 buffalo hides, mostly 
obtained through trade with the Native 
Americans.

Ralph Waldo Emerson publishes Nature, 

value of wildlife beyond its use for sustenance 
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Origin of the Public Trust Doctrine

The New York Sportsmen’s Club forms and in 

the hunting of woodcock, quail, and deer. 

Henry David Thoreau publishes Walden, his 
treatise on the solace of nature.

Collapse of the Bison
Railroad expansion in the 1860s and ‘70s made 
shipping bison hides, meat, and tongues economi-
cal—and marked a period of wildlife slaughter 
perhaps unparalleled in U.S. history. The annual 
bison kill in 1865 was one million animals; by 1871 

A census reveals that only 540 bison remain 
in the entire U.S., mostly in the Yellowstone 
area of Montana.

Clubs to the Fore

Approximately 60 ring-
necked pheasants from 
Shanghai, China, arrive in 
Washington state. Most die 
during a subsequent shipment 
to Oregon, but the survivors 
are released and followed by 

a second shipment in 1882—an introduction 
that leads to the establishment of pheasants 
as one of the most popular game species in 
North America. 

Theodore Roosevelt, George Bird Grinnell, 

gather in New York to form the Boone and 
Crockett Club, with a mission to preserve the 
big game of North America. 

John Muir and others form the Sierra Club, 

Coast and Sierra Nevada wilderness.

Age of Legislation
Legislators in the last decade of the 19th century 
acted on a growing awareness of the need for natu-
ral resources conservation, taking action to protect 
disappearing wildlands, passing laws establishing 
national parks and forests, and protecting wildlife. 

Congress passes the Forest Reserve Act and 
creates Shoshone National Forest, the na-

Division of Forestry, renamed the U.S. Forest 
Service in 1905.

Congress passes the Lacey Game and Wild 
Birds Preservation and Disposition Act, mak-
ing it a federal offense to transport illegally 
taken wild game across state borders. 

The Conservation President



President Roosevelt establishes Pelican Island 

Concern over Populations 
After considerable debate in Congress, the U.S. signed 
a treaty with Great Britain in 1916 for the Protection of 
Migratory Birds in the United States and Canada—the 

-
vation legislation. Hunters and 
conservationists formed organiza-
tions including the Izaak Walton 
League, Forests and Wild Life, the 
Wildlife Management Institute, and 
American Wild Fowlers (later to 
become Ducks Unlimited) to support 
hunting laws and wildlife restoration. 

Pennsylvania becomes the 

license. 

The last passenger pigeon 
dies in the Cincinnati Zoo. 

Congress creates the National 
Park Service. 

Birth of a Profession
Desperation in the wake of the 
Great Depression and Dust Bowl 
drove innovative wildlife conserva-
tion initiatives. In 1934 Congress 
passed the Migratory Bird Hunt-
ing Stamp Act, better known as 
the “Duck Stamp Act.” Funds from 
stamp sales have protected more 
than 5.3 million acres of waterfowl 
habitat in the U.S. The Civilian 
Conservation Corps developed 
thousands of acres of waterfowl 

breeding grounds in the 1930s, and several 

including the Cooperative Wildlife Research 
Unit Program, the General Wildlife Federa-
tion (now the National Wildlife Federation), 
the North American Wildlife Institute (now 
the North American Wildlife Foundation), and 
The Wildlife Society.

-
sor of wildlife management in the U.S. 
at the University of Wisconsin.

Congress passes the Fish and Wildlife 
Coordination Act to ensure collaboration 

across conservation agencies, and the 
Division of Predator and Rodent Control 
(now Wildlife Services) forms. 

The Soil Conservation Service (now the Natural 
Resources Conservation Service) forms. 

Congress passes the Pittman-Robertson Federal 
Aid in Wildlife Restoration Act (P-R Act), which 
levies a tax on certain hunting equipment to be 
used for wildlife restoration projects, research, 
and education (see page 35). 

Funding Boosts Post-War Efforts
Conservation efforts took a backseat during World War 
II. After the war, however, hunting license sales nearly 
doubled from pre-war levels, reaching 12 million by 
1947. States used P-R funds to restock deer, pronghorn, 
elk, mountain goats and sheep, bears, beavers, and 
turkeys. Due in large part to such efforts, white-tailed 
deer numbers have risen from approximately 500,000 
in the early 1900s to roughly 20 million today, while 
wild turkey numbers have jumped from about 30,000 
to seven million.

Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac is pub-
lished, posthumously. 

Origin of a Green Revolution
The prosperous post-war era led to commercial 
development of land for housing and agriculture, as 
well as to the concentration of farming and livestock 
operations, and a loss of wildlife habitat. Liberal use 
of pesticides and herbicides greatly increased farming 

Rachel Carson publishes Silent Spring, docu-
menting the potentially harmful impacts of 
pesticides on wildlife. By some accounts this 
book launched the modern environmental 
movement. 

Congress establishes the Land and Water Con-

of all Americans,” and President Lyndon John-
son signs the Wilderness Act and the Wild and 
Scenic Rivers Act.

Protection for the Rare
During the presidency of Richard Nixon, Congress 
passed the Endangered Species Conservation Act in 
1969, then strengthened it as the Endangered Species 
Act (ESA) in 1973, adding provisions for enforcement 
and funding. This landmark act established protec-
tions for threatened and endangered species, funded 
research on rare species, and provided for the desig-
nation and protection of critical habitat. In addition to 



the ESA, Nixon signed the Marine Mammal Protec-
tion Act, the National Environmental Policy Act, the 
Clean Air Act, and the Clean Water Act, and he estab-
lished the Environmental Protection Agency. 

The Convention on International Trade in En-
dangered Flora and Fauna Species Act (CITES) 
takes effect in the U.S. 

The Alaska National Interest Lands Conserva-
tion Act expands the National Wildlife Refuge 
System by 53 million acres. 

Congress passes the Food Security Act, or Farm 
Bill, establishing the Conservation Reserve 
Program. 

Modern Milestones
Throughout the 1990s to the present, conservation-
ists and national leaders worldwide have become 
increasingly aware of the mounting threats to wildlife 
and habitats, including human population growth, 
resource extraction, habitat fragmentation, climate 
change, and loss of biodiversity. Efforts to address 
these threats and live sustainably will continue for 
decades to come. 

President Bill Clinton forms the National Biologi-
cal Survey (NBS), a consolidation of 1,600 federal 
government scientists in eight bureaus of the De-
partment of the Interior, to identify species and 
habitats that are at risk of becoming threatened.

Secretary of the Interior Bruce Babbitt renames 
the NBS the Biological Resources Division and 
assigns it to the U.S. Geological Survey. 

Congress passes a version of the Conservation 
and Reinvestment Act (CARA). Now called the 
State Wildlife Grants Program, the legislation 
diverts $50 million a year from the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service budget to the states, and 
requires each state to have a comprehensive 
wildlife conservation plan. 

After a decade-long campaign launched by 
sportsmen’s groups, Minnesota passes the 
Clean Water, Land, and Legacy Amendment, 
which funnels a percentage of state taxes 
directly to the state’s Department of Natural 
Resources.

President Bush establishes three marine 
national monuments, which protect nearly 


