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Aya Hori Masuoka, A regiment of Indian scouts assemble on horseback under the command of
late 1930s 1st Lt. Edward Casey, Fort Keogh, ca. 1880,

ON THE COVER (front, detail) A hunter and outdoorsman, German-born Carl Rungius (1869-1959) spent most of
his career painting in the American and Canadian West and is widely regarded as the preeminent artist specializing in
portrayals of wildlife. Trained at the Berlin Art Academy, Rungius emigrated to the West in 1896 in order to paint wildlife
and landscapes, and his works illustrated conservation and hunting magazines. In the Foothills (n.d., oil on canvas, 30.25" x
40.25"} is one of many paintings Rungius created in the field, as he believed direct observation was necessary to portray big
game animals accurately. Courtesy Whitney Western Art Museum, Cody, Wyoming. Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Larry Sheerin. 2.72
(back) Japanese woodblock artist and printmaker Ippitsusai Buncho (1755-1791) created numerous actor portraits
during the eighteenth century. The ukiyo-¢’ genre combined portraiture with decorative arts to portray actors, courtesans,
and various ceremonies, often taking the form of woodblock prints or sitkscreens. Buncho’s The dctor Segawa Kikunojo Il
as Snow Woman, (ca. 1760-1770, woodblock print) depicts a popular Japanese folklore character, Yuki-Onna—a beautiful
spirit being who inhabits the snowy mountains and has the power to cause humans to freeze to death, Snow Woman
invariably appears with snow-white skin and wearing a white kimono. Courtesy Montana Museum of Art & Culture,
Missoula, Permanent Collection. Gift of Mrs. Clara Jaedicke Jackson
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Some of Taft,
Montana's,

many casualties
were buried in a
graveyard behind
the hospital, while
others, such as
this man, were left
where they fell,
particularly if they
died in winter,

The Missing Cemetery of Taft, Montana,
the “Wickedest City in America”
by Kathleen Woodford
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Rbundance, Slaughter, and Resilience

of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem’s Mammal Population

A VIEW OF THE HISTORICAL RECORD, 1871-1885

by Lee H. Whittlesey

Hunters with remains of elik and bears, Montana Territory, 1882. While subsistence hunting by indigenous inhabitants
and Eurc-American settlers affected the greater Yellowstone region's wildlife populations, unregulated commercial hunting and
thrill killing increased the number of mammals killed to the level of wholesale slaughter between 1871 and 1885, A study
of the historicatl record yields evidence that the region supported an extraordinary abundance and diversity of animals, all of
which continue to survive in the park to this day. L A. Huffman, photographer. MHS Photograph Archives, Helena 981-704.
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They are not slaughtered for their meat or skins but . . .
simply for the pleasure of killing them.

MAJ. JAMES §. BRISBIN TO LT. G. C. DOANE, 1878?

SINCE THE EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY, the ques-
tion of how many and what large mammals lived in
the area of Yellowstone National Park, before and
after its creation in 1872, has persisted. The ques-
tion and its answers are important for the historical
record and to the decisions made by park managers.
For instance, in the 1990s, when the National Park
Service was considering reintroducing wolves into
the Yellowstone ecosystem, it wanted to find out more
about whether wolves were indeed native to the park;
whether the presence, abundance, and distribution
of various mammnal species—including wolves’ prey
base-—could be learned; and whether it was true, as
alleged by critics of reintroduction, that there had
been no wolves, few elk, and few or no bison present
during much of the area’s history.

The topic mattered, not only because of its ramifi-
cations for wolf reintroduction, but also because it
affected management of nearly all of Yellowstone’s
sixty-seven species of mammals and, by extension,
every other living thing in the region—whether animal,
plant, bacterium, or archaea. Such information had the
potential to be used in the park’s future management
of all those life-forms. At the time, preceding studies
had examined only ten to twenty historical sources.
This incomplete data led to disagreement about the
distribution and abundance, and even historical pres-
ence of large mammals in Yellowstone National Park
and the surrounding Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem
(GYE) prior to commercial hunting in the area, the
park’s establishment, and the implementation of
predator control programs.?

While scientists collected and analyzed infor-
mation from lake sediments, tree rings, pollen pro-
files, floodplain-sediment profiles, archaeology,
and paleontology, the National Park Service also
decided to engage historians Paul Schullery and Lee
Whittlesey to begin researching the historical record
to build 2 more in-depth picture of the region’s
ecology, including its historical wildlife populations.
Their undertaking was more exhaustive than any
previous attempts to mine the historical literature for
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information.? Based on the careful examination of 168
historical accounts, the anthors became convinced
of the following;: 1) wolves were present and distrib-
uted throughout the GYE; 2} at least thirteen other
predators were also present, along with many small
mammals; 3} more than go percent of the observers
who commented on the abundance of wildlife gen-
erally in the GYE stated that animal populations
were very abundant; 4) elk were widely distributed
throughout the GYE, and were observed in groups
and occasionally in large herds in every portion of
the park where such observations would be expected
today; 5} northern Yellowstone Park and much of the
GYE were used as winter range prior to 1882, and at
times this winter range was occupied by large num-
bers of animals; 6) bison were present throughout the
region in good numbers, depending on the year; and
7} the combination of commercial robe, hide, fur, and
skin hunting, recreational hunting, subsistence hunt-
g, and carcass-poisonings dramatically affected the
wildlife scheme in the GYE fromn 1871 through at least
1881. This last finding led the authors to suspect that
the massive slaughter of mammals for market pur-
poses, which is generally recognized as having taken
place throughout the Northern Plains, extended
into Yellowstone National Park and its surrounding
environs and dramatically affected its wildlife popu-
lation. To reach a definitive conclusion, the authors
expanded the number of known accounts from the
initial 168 to 511 and added many new sources that
extended the period of greatest slaughter to 1885.
A look at some of the findings iltuminates why
consulting historical sources matters both to under-
standing the ecological impacts of human activities
and to making sound management decisions.
Between 1871 and 1884, mammals in and around
Yellowstone National Park became casualties of extra-
ordinary human forces. While increasing numbers
were killed for subsistence by Natives, miners, and
other settlers, staggering numbers were subjected to
an indiscriminate and substantial amount of recre-
ational (sport) hunting or to large-scale commerecial



{(market) hunting that amounted to no less than a
massive slaughter.? These events have had immense
and long-lasting effects on the mammal populations
in the Yellowstone region. Notably, the destruction
of bison in and around the park was a microcosm
of the wholesale slaughter that decimated bison
populations throughout the American West. On the
Northern Plains, this destruction began in 1871 and
led to the disappearance of buffalo from that region
by 1884.5 When looking at the historical record, one
1s immediately struck by the extent to which early
park visitors routinely “blazed away™ (shot) at park
wildlife. A survey of 511 primary-source documents
from this period, however, also tells a surprising story
of resilience in the face of indiscriminate slaughter in
Yellowstone National Park.® Using these firsthand
accounts and observations complicates conclusions
about the impacts of unfettered killing and at the
same time offers a baseline for better understanding
of animal distribution and abundance before and after
Euro-American arrival.

For millennia, indigenous hunters from tribes
throughout the region had hunted in the Yellowstone.
The Bannock {(Indian) Trail, which runs west-to-east

across the northern tier of the park, was created largely

R

by early hunting parties during annual bison-hunting
trips. This route continued to be well-used between
1838 and 1878 by indigenous hunters and, later, by
prospectors and commercial hunters,” While tribes’
annual hunts did impact wildlife populations along
the route, including those in northern Yellowstone
Park, the immediate and cumulative impacts were
minute compared to those caused by Euro-American
sport and market hunters beginning in the 1870s.
Furs and gold first brought Euro-Americans
through the area that became Yellowstone National
Park in the early to mid-nineteenth century. As their
interest in the region grew, travelers began to visit
the mostly roadless, unexplored area on horseback,
and virtually everyone hunted and/or fished because
no prohibitions on hunting yet existed. While it is
difficult to pinpoint when these hunters changed their
focus from subsistence hunting to killing in greater
numbers for sport or for market hunting, the shift
most likely occurred in the autumn of 1871. Lieuten-
ant Gustavus Doane, who had led the military escort
that accompanied an 1870 survey of the area (the
Washburn Expedition), remained a keen observer in
subsequent years. Doane wrote to General William E.
Strong in 1875 that “the terrible slaughter . . . has

In 1870, prospectors established a mining camp that became Cocke City (above, ca. 1890) at the eastern edge of

Yellowstone National Park on land that, at the time, still belonged to the Crow Tribe. They subsisted largely on elk,
bison, deer, antelope, and bighorn sheep from the Yellowstone ecosystem.
Yellowstone Gateway Museum, Livingston 2006.045.0107
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been going on since the fall of 1871.” This statement
makes it apparent that the massive slaughter of wild-
life was atready underway less than six months before
Congress declared Yellowstone the first national park
on March 1, 1872.8

Close documentation of the animals in the area
began with the federally sponsored Hayden Survey of
1871, a geological and geographical exploration of the
region. Rumors of abundant wildlife preceded their
journey. That summer, Henry Wood Elliott, the little-
known technical artist who accompanied the Hayden
expedition, wrote, “The country around and about
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here is truly a lovely one—~the finest by all odds that I
have ever been into and the weldest reports are in the

air as to the quantity of game and trout in the Yellow-
stone basin.™® Observations by subsequent visitors
confirmed that these “wildest reports” were true.
The 1871 Hayden Survey headquartered at the
Bottler Ranch (near Emigrant in today’s Paradise
Valley). By that time, the Bottler brothers—Philip,
Frederick, and Henry—were already involved in the
robeffur/hide/skin business in southern Montana
Territory on what was then the westernmost portion
of the Crow Reservation. The earliest permanent



Outfitter Frank B, Tolhurst and his fellow hunters and their spoils—including elk, bear, badger, and bison hides—at
their hunting camp near Henry's Lake just west of Yellowstone Park, ca. 1880. Sport and market hunters slaughtered
staggering numbers of large mammals in and around Yellowstone National Park between 1871 and 1885,
plundering the area’s mammal populations for recreation and profit.

Whithorn Collection, Yellowstone Gateway Museum, Livingston 2006.044.7248.

white settlers in the upper Yellowstone River region,
the Bottlers thrived on the valley’s commercial fur
and skin business. Survey member Joseph Savage,
who spoke directly to Philip Bottler, noted the num-
ber of hides the Bottler brothers had sold over the
past year: 301 elk skins, 250 deer and antelope skins,
and 555 wolf skins for $2,991.32 at a cost of $307 for
shipment to New York.'

Hunting, which had always been essential to sub-
sistence, was now becoming an increasingly lucrative
endeavor, as access to freighting and shipping ports
facilitated the hide trade. Records of shipments of
bison robes from Fort Benton illustrate the scale of the
slaughter throughout the territory in the early 1870s.
Fort Benton’s port status allowed it to ship by steam-
boat huge mumbers of robes, furs, hides, and skins
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down the Missouri River to markets in the East, and
Doane referred to Fort Benton as the “headquarters
of the northern robe trade” in 1872. At this time, the
city nearest Yellowstone National Park was Bozeman,
which served as a key distribution point for goods
coming into or being exported from southern Mon-
tana Territory. The town’s traders served the region’s
settlers, supplied nearby Fort Ellis, and controlled the
Crow Indian agency trading post, making Bozeman

second only to Fort Benton in overall importance to
the hide export business. Businessman Walter Cooper
was one of the most significant buyers of hides and
furs from the Yellowstone region, purchasing from fur
and skin hunters like the Bottler brothers as well as
from tribal members. A Bozeman newspaper noted
in 1872 that “Indians are in town changing buffalo
robes and furs for ‘heap greenbacks.” Walter Cooper
gets ahold of most of them” Other ports along the
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The Greater Yellowstone region, ca. 1876-1882. At this time, much of the area was designated Crow treaty land, yet hunters
and traders exploited the region’s substantial populations of elk, bison, deer, pronghorn, bears, wolves, and sheep, and
expeorted their hides to Fort Benton, Montana, and Corinne, Utah, by freighters or down the Yellowstone River.

Base maps: “Map of the Yeliowstone and Missouri Rivers and their Tributaries” by G. L. Gillespie, U.S. Army, 1876 (MHS Research Center tibrary, Helena A-218) and Map
of the Yellowstone National Park, 1881, by R W. Norris (MHS Research Center Library, Helena B-305), Composite map by Laura Fergusen and Diane Gleba Hall, 2020.
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The Bottier Ranch in present-day Paradise Valley served as headquarters for the Hayden Survey party. The Bottler
brothers, who arrived in Paradise Valley in late 1868, were likely the region's earliest and most suceessful commercial
hide hunters, Note the large numbers of animal skins hanging on the building at right.

WL H. Jackson, photographer. National Park Senvice, Yellowstone National Park, 02911

Yellowstone River, including Benson’s Landing near
present-day Livingston, joined these entrepots in
1877, expediting the commercial killing of mammals
and adding to the pressure on Yellowstone’s wildlife
populations.”

In the early 18705, large bison herds still thrived
along the Yellowstone River on the northern portion
of the Crow Reservation {from present-day Livings-
ton to Billings). In late November 1872, Dr. Andrew J.
Hunter of Hunter’s Hot Springs informed Bozeman’s
Avant Courter that those herds were coming upriver,
and the newspaper encouraged the slaughter. “Now
is the time, ye gay and festive shootists,” proclaimed
the newspaper recklessly, “to bring down your score
or more of these monarchs of the plains. Go for them
and we may soon have the exquisite satisfaction of
hearing at our boarding house, ‘Buffalo Rump Steak
and Tongue and hear ourselves sweetly respond
with a Yes.™

On December 12, a writer known as “N.V.5.*
reported to the dvant Courier from what was proba-
bly Schaffer’s ranch in Paradise Valley: “Several hunt-
ing parties have passed up [the river in] the last few

days. The party, of which Captain George Tiscum 1s
the ruling spirit, is returning, crowned with success,
having butchered a large number of elk and deer.”
The reporter also commented that “General” George
Huston, an area resident who had prospected, guided,
and hunted in what became Yellowstone Park since
the 1860s, “passed this morning with a fast freight
train [wagon train], laden with elk, deer, sheep and
buffalo, en route for the Bozeman market.” This legal
hunting activity by Huston and many others was just
what one would expect in an area where nearly every-
one was hard-scrabbling to make a living and where
hunters saw the potential return from commercial
hunting when they could get their robes, furs, hides,
and skins to a market.”

Concern over this wanton kilhing of mammals,
however, convinced Montana territorial officials
that a law was needed to regulate hunting, and, in
late 1872, legislators decided to close the season on
bison, moose, elk, deer, bighern sheep, mountain
goats, antelope, and hares from February 1 to August
15 each year and made it a misdemeanor to kill these
mammals out of season. For the most part, however,
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Many hunters did not hesitate to kill etk in velvet or pregnant females, as this 1872 ghetograph of a hunt in
Yellowstone National Park attests. Lack of restrictions on hunting encouraged wasteful killing, and attempts to limit
the season were largely ignored. Pictured here are (left to right) Albert Peale, Frederick Bottler, and Joseph Savage

of the Hayden Survey, 1872, 1. Crssman, photegrapher. MHS Photograph Archives, Helena 981-706.

the law was ignored by settlers and not well enforced.
Furthermore, no such regulation was in effect in the
newly established national park, nor would any such
prohibition occur in any form until 1883 (and no stat-
ute with real teeth until 1894). Thus, hunting inside
Yellowstone Park was more inviting than in the GYE,
even though the park’s rugged terrain and deep snow-
fall in winter made for difficult access.™

The impressive volume of animals kiiled in 1872
was just the beginning of a slaughter that lasted for
over a decade. On February 21, 1873, the Bozeman
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Avant Courier confirmed that slaughtering for sport
rather than for food had begun farther east along the
Yellowstone River, although no towns had been bult
there (Miles City and Coulson would not exist until
1877, and Billings not until late 1881). The newspaper
also reported on the “wanton destruction” of game
and the use of fish traps (seincs) on the river: “Ifa stop
is not put to this trapping and seining in five years
one of the great charms of the Yellowstone . . . will
be gone. The practice is in direct violation of the law
and we understand that the parties engaged in it are



being watched and will be reported to the proper
officers.”'

When geologist Theodore Comstock passed
through the park in the summer of 1873, his observa-
tions confirmed the presence of bison in the region
and noted that they occurred in numbers sufficient to
draw commercial hunters. Writing for a scientific peri-
odical, Comstock called for recognizing Yellowstone
Park’s importance to the “preservation from extinc-
tion” of native mammals. He placed the range of bison
squarely within the area now defined as the Greater
Yellowstone Ecosystem, and his report indicated
pessimism for the future of bison and other animals
both in Yellowstone and throughout the nation. He
decried the specific slaughter in and around the park,
stating that “unless prompt and vigorous measures
are instituted to check the wholesale slaughter now
in progress in our western wilds, the zoological record
of today must rapidly pass into the domain of the pale-
ontologist”'® Comstock’s warning that bison would
become extinct within ten years in the United States
was presciently apt.

By late 1873, residents in the vicinity of the park,
including some who lived within its boundaries,

had begun to worry about the impact of the ongoing
slaughter. On November 14, Harry R. Horr, a resi-
dent at Mammoth Hot Springs, wrote a letter inform-
ing Secretary of the Interior Columbus Delano that
“there are several parties now in the Park engaged
in killing game solely for their skins. They leave the
Elk and Deer where they are slain simply taking
the tongues & skins.” He further explained that “if
this indiscriminate slaughter of game in the Park is
allowed to be pursued, in two years the game will
either be killed or driven out of the great Park.” Horr
suggested that Jack Baronett, who lived in the park
near Tower Fall, be authorized by Secretary Delano
“to act in the premises and keep hunters from slaugh-
tering the game. Besides myselfhe is the only one who
will hibernate in this National Park.” In response to
Horr’s letter, Secretary Delano responded with his
own missive on December 12, thanking him for bring-
ing his “attention to the wanton killing of game within
the limits of the Yellowstone National Park, by certain
parties.” He assured Horr that “the attention of
Congress will be invited to the subject in a few days,
when an appropriation will be asked for to enable this
Department to provide for the proper government of

Bison hides being shipped out of Montana, unknown location, 1874. Visitors to Yellowstone Park, as well as some area
residents, decried the violent destruction of bison populations and warned of the species’ inevitable extinction. By 1884,
bison were virtually extinct on the Great Plains. J. R Douglass, photographer. National Park Service, Yellowstone National Park 07098
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Right, a hunting camp

in Upper Geyser Basin,
Yellowstone National Park,
Wyoming Territory, 1874.
Commercial hide hunters
and sport hunters earned a
reputation for being rough
characters who were un-
scrupulous when it came
to observing regulations
or killing in moderation.

H. B. Calfee, photographer. Museum
of the Rockies, Bozeman x85.3.1038

the Park. When Congress
shall have made such
an appropriation, your
suggestions will receive
due consideration.” But
neither appropriation nor
action was forthcoming."

Other Montana resi-
dents had also brought
the matter to the attention
of Secretary Delano, but
with similar results. On
December g, 1873, sev-
enty-one citizens sent a
letter recommending the
establishment of a local administration and staff for
the park: “We are urged to this request by the vandal-
ism that is rapidly denuding the park of its curiosities,
driving offand killing its game, and rendering it a dis-
appointment to all those who desire to see this grand
domain left in a state of nature.”® Since management
objectives for the park remained inchoate, however,
laws to protect animals and staff to enforce those laws
would have to wait for the future.

Meanwhile, as more people moved into the
region to take advantage of both prospecting and
hide-hunting, the scale of the slaughter intensified.
These hide hunters were a rough lot, who had
drifted into the mountains around the Yellowstone
Plateau during and after the destruction of the buffalo
herds on the Northern Plains. Yellowstone historian
Aubrey Haines noted, “Many of these had become
determined poachers who would have given men of
nerve and experience a bad time.” They often claimed
legitimate food-gathering to cover their commercial
endeavors, and were known to stuff game-animal
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carcasses with strychnine in order to attract and then

kill predators—whom they regarded as a source of
furs and as competition—before abandoning the area
and leaving meat rotting on the ground."

On May 25, 1874, Horr sent another letter to the
Secretary of Interior: “I again inform you that the
game in the Park is being rapidly killed & caught. .. .1
regret that Congress has not given you power to pun-
ish these vandals. If the killing of game & destroying
the beauties of certain portions of the Park is carried
on for another season, then this will [two words
unclear] a Park in name.”*® Despite these voices of
protest, the very next year was one of the worst for the
animals in Montana Territory. It opened with hunters
preparing for spring hunts by traveling into the less
snowbound areas, such as east down the Yellowstone
River.

In May 1875, the Bozeman Avant Courier reported,
“The trade in robes and furs this season has been
almost double that of any former season, and Mr.
[Walter] Cooper thinks that as soon as it is generally



known among trappers and hunters that a good
market 1s open for them at the Crossing, which is now
the case, that the fur trade on the Yellowstone will
exceed any point in the Territory.” Indeed, Cooper
and other dealers at Benson’s Landing believed com-
mercial hunting at their location was soon to become
number one in the territory. On June 11, the paper
reported that “[Leander] Black’s train returned Sat-
urday evening from the Crow Agency loaded with
robes, and left Wednesday with dressed lumber for
Virginia City” For many subsequent days, the paper
carried an advertisement from Cooper featuring
his firearms, “giant and blasting power, pocket and
belt cutlery, {and] fishing tackle,” and stating, “cash
paid for Hides, Furs and Robes.” Two weeks later,
the paper announced, “The cost of robes, furs and
skins shipped from Bozeman this season amounts to
the neat little sum of $60,000. The principal shipper,
Walter Cooper, has forwarded fully one half of the
amount and will doubtless send off more before the
close of the season.” Sixty-thousand dollars converts
into today’s dollars as between $1,250,000 and
$142,000,000, or, in actual income value of the com-
modity represents the equivalence of $19,800,000'*

The Bozeman Times also reported that “large
quantities of hides and robes are coming in from
the Yellowstone region.” On June 1, 1875, the paper
noted, “Saturday the {Frank] Grounds party sold
about 7,000 pounds of hides—elk, deer, etc.—and
a quantity of fine furs; all of which will be shipped
east.”™ With numerous hunters and freighters profit-
ing in the exploitation, it is no wonder that little had
been accomplished to regulate or prohibit it within
the park.

That summer, scientist George
Bird Grinnell, who was not many
years away from becoming one of
the nation’s most famous natural-
ists, traveled through the park as
part of a military and scientific
expedition. During the trip, he
collected mformation from locals
who knew the hide-hunting scene
(probably the Bottler brothers,
George Huston, and perhaps Bill
and Buck Buchanan-—all of whom
lived in the area around the park).
Afterwards, Grinnell lamented,

The terrible destruction of large game, for
the hides alone, which is constantly going on
in those portions of Montana and Wyoming
through which we passed. Buffalo, elk, mule-
deer, and antelope are being slaughtered by
thousands each year, without regard to age
or sex, and at all seasons. Of the vast majority
of the animals killed, only the hide is taken.
Females of all these species are . . . eagerly
pursued in the spring, when just about 1o
bring forth their young,. . . . It is estimated
that . . . not less than 3,000 elk were killed for
their hides alone in the Valley of the Yellow-
stone, between the mouth of Trail Creek and
the [Mammoth] Hot Springs.*

Accompanying Grinnell on the expedition was
Gaptain William Ludlow, who also gathered accounts
as to the number of animals in the park. His infor-
mants estimated between 1,500 and 2,000 elk alone
had been killed just around Mammoth Hot Springs.
Like Grinnell, Ludlow found it reprehensible that
only the skins were taken:

From this number, representing an immense
supply of the best food, the skins only were
taken . . . the frozen carcasses being left in the
snow. . . . A continuance of this wholesale and
wasteful butchery can have but one effect, viz,
the extermination of the animals, and that,
too, from the very region where he has a right
to expect protection, and where his frequent
inoffensive presence would give the greatest
pleasure to the greatest number.®

One of the traders who profited
most substantially from the
hide business was Bozeman's
Walter Cooper (left, ca. 1875),
who bought hides from the
Yellowstone region and shipped
them to eastern markets. The
transactions enriched traders
and hide hunters alike, rendering
powerless efforts to control the
immense flow of hides, furs,
robes, and skins being freighted
out of the Yellowstone country.

Emsberger & Ray of Aubum, N.Y,, photographers,
MHS Photograph Archives, Helena PAc 99-68.3
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The man who would
bhecome Yellowstone Park's
second superintendent,
Philetus W. Norris (right,
ca. 1875) was himself a
legendary hunter who had
a reputation for killing
more bears in the park
than anyone else, yet he
abhorred and opposed
the wasteful killing of
game animals.

National Park Senvice, Yellowstone
Nationat Park 02958

i4

Interestingly, even with these high numbers of
large game animals killed, Grinnell observed, “The
so-called ‘Mountain Buffalo’ was abundant in the
Yellowstone Park Indeed, the sheer volume of
observable wildlife still present, as well as the num-
bers of kills, indicated the presence of a significant
number of animals still in the vicinity and within the
park itself.

The observations of other visitors to the park
in 1875 corroborated the findings of Grinnell and
Ludlow. That year, General William E. Strong also
traveled through the area while on a lark with miki-
tary personnel and other politically connected VIPs.
Strong’s party was guided by Lieutenant Gustavus
Doane, who had spent considerable time in the park
since leading the Washburn Expedition in 1870. Dur-
ing this weeks-long trip, Doane talked incessantly to
Strong about the decimation of animal herds he had

witnessed over the preceding five years. Strong con-
verted Doane’s testimony into an important statement
about the ongoing slaughter in the park:

[T]he large game has been slaughtered here

by professional hunter{s] by thousands, and

for their hides alone. When the snow falls . . .
the elk, deer, and sheep leave the summits of
the snowy ranges and come in great bands to
the foot-hills and valleys, where they are met
and shot down shamefully by these merciless

human vultures.*®

Strong’s account also provided shocking
descriptions of the manner in which the animals
were killed and the carnage left behind: “[Wlhen
the snow is deep . . . one hunter will frequently kill
from twenty-five to fifty of these noble animals [elk]
in a single day. . . . Their carcasses and branching
antlers can be seen on every hillside and in every val-
ley. Mountain sheep and deer have been hunted and
killed in the same manner for their hides.” The num-
ber of animals from Fort Ellis to Yellowstone Lake
had thinned considerably. Strong speculated that
the populations were healthier in more remote parts
of the park but feared “few years will elapse before
every elk, mountain sheep, and deer will have been
lalled, or driven from the mountains and valleys of the
National Park, Already the hunters are looking to the
eastern shore of the Yellowstone, and without deubt
this coming fall and winter immense numbers of elk
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will be shot in this region for the paltry sum paid for
their hides.™?

Calling it an “outrage and a crying shame,” Strong
demanded that Congress or the Department of the
Interior take action. Jack Baronett, who, like Doane,
was one of the most knowledgeable guides in the
region, informed Strong that the hunters “who are
doing this cruel and outrageous work” were known
locally, perhaps suggesting it would be feasible to
distinguish between sport and commercial endeav-
ors, and thus stop the latter. Although Strong urged
“in the name of humanity, let this kind of hunting
be stopped.” it would take another six to eight years
before meaningful action took place.?

When future park superintendent Philetus W,
Norrmis visited Yellowstone in 1875, he, too, heard first-
hand accounts of the slaughter within the park: “The
Bottier Bros. assure me that they alone had packed
over 2,000 elk skins from the forks of the Yellow-
stone, besides vast numbers of other pelts, and other
hunters at least as many more. . . . As the only part
of most of them saved was the tongue and hide, an
opinion can be formed in the wanton, unwise, unlaw-
ful slaughter of the beautiful and valuable animals in
the Great National Yellowstone Park.” Norris added
that although plenty of game animals could still be
found in the more remote areas within the park, they

would become extinct if not protected by an author-
ity inside the park. In 1877, after his appointment
as park superintendent, Norris—himself a noted
hunter—would write that over two thousand elk, deer,
antelope, and hundreds of moose and bison had been
killed since 1870, and nearly all for their hides and
tongues alone, while an “incalculable” amount of the
“most wholesome, nutritious, and delicious” meat
was wasted.*?

Many of the hides from Yellowstone-area mam-
mals slaughtered in 1875 ended up being shipped that
August from Bozeman to Fort Benton, where they
were purchased by Joe Goewey for resale to eastern
markets, The number of robes and hides taken from
the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem was shocking:

Twelve thousand four hundred and fifty
buffalo robes; §3,980 pounds of deer and
antelope skins; 26,800 pounds of elk skins;
6,201 pounds of beaver skins; 1,600 pounds
of tanned deer skins; 800 pounds of tanned
elk skins; 125 cross fox skins; 490 red fox
skins; g50 kitt fox skins; 680 martin skins;
75 lynx skins; 68 wolverine skins; 1,680 wolf
skins; 520 coyote skins; 128 fisher skins; 375
mink skins; 6,000 muskrat skins; 375 badger
skins; 225 bear skins.3

As superintendent and road builder, Norris (second from right} took the first wagons to Upper Geyser Basin in 1878.
That year Norris surveyed the park's wildlife, particularly game animals and large predators, and documented
the numbers of animals killed. National Park Service, Yellowstong National Park, 02946
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Lieutenant Doane reported to the Bozeman Times
in 1875 that the total “[bison] robe crop of the season
was estimated at 45,000” and explained that 45,000
dressed robes represented 135,000 dead bison. Doane
also compared that amount to the Crow Nation’s take
during that autumn of 10,000 bison, which they made
into 2,000 robes, noting that generally five female
bison skins made a robe. Because of the overlap of
the Crow Reservation with Yellowstone Park, we can
be relatively certain that a significant portion of the
bison hunted by the tribe came from the region in and
around the park.?!

If one uses Lieutenant Doane’s formula to con-
vert the 12,450 bison robes accounted for by Grinnell,
Ludlow, Strong, and Norris into individual animals,
their total represents 62,250 individual buffalo tzken
from in and around the park in 1875 alone! From this
enumeration, one can begin to surmise the damage
that was being inflicted on the mammal populations
in the region. Multiply this amount across a decade
and factor in untold numbers shipped by wagon
trains from places other than Bozeman and Fort Ben-
ton and the numbers quickly become staggering.3®

As the slaughter continued into the spring of
1876, a growing number of concerned citizens and
officials encouraged conservation while a smaller
contingent of hunters and traders continued to
favor unrestrained market hunting. On April 20,
1876, the Bozeman Times reported, “Animals, such
as elk, deer{, | antelope, bear etc., abound in the
region of the National Park, and were they properly
looked after and protected from destruction, would
be of vast national importance and interest in after
times. . . . Yet no one takes any interest in anything
that belongs to the park. Everything is held in com-
mon and taken away with impunity or wantonly
destroyed without compunction or responsibility
The newspaper argued that “with proper policy,”
Yellowstone Park could become “the last permanent
abode of the buffalo, elk, and many other species of
animals now existing in North America, which may
become annihilated everywhere else.” The only real

reprieve during this period, however, seems to have
been motivated more by fear of Lakotas and Northern
Cheyennes during and after the conflicts of 1876, than
by any scruples about killing the animals, and it was
only temporary.3

In the fall of 1876, Grinnell used his platform as
editor of Forest and Stream—a journal geared toward
sports hunters and outdoor enthusiasts—to bring
attention to hide hunting, which he described as
“quite a new thing in the territory, having been initi-
ated, as has been said, only three or four years ago.”
Grinnell’s article, “Large Game in the Territories,”
drew attention to the number of animals killed, and it
also pointed critically to how little was gained by the
hunter: “Au elk skin is worth from $2.50 to $4, and
to secure that pitiful sum this beautiful life is taken,
and the 300 to 500 pounds of the most delicate meat
is left on the ground. A buffalo hide is worth $1.50in
September and $2 in October, and §2.50 in Noven-
ber, and at those prices many men can be found to
do the work of butchery” The article had no imme-
diate impact on regulations in the park, but did stir
the magazine’s elite readership into taking eventual
action in support of conservation policy.*

Echoing Forest and Stream, in 1878, an editorial
in the Daily Graphic of New York reported on the
slaughter. It was accompanied by garish drawings of
the destruction of animals. “The splendid game in the
so-called National Park, on the Yellowstone, is being
recklessly destroyed by hunters, simply for the pleasure
of killing. . .. Itis the duty of the prosecuting authori-
ties of the Territories in which the Park is situated
to see that such criminal and wanton waste be pun-
ished and repressed.”™ Such articles aimed to inform
eastern readers of the situation and put into contrast
the implications of unrestrained destruction on what
they may have assumed were healthy populations.

In 1877, Norris was appointed superintendent of
the park, a position he would hold until 188z2. With
the perceived Sioux threat diminishing by then, the
slaughter in Yellowstone and its environs resumed
in full force. The dvant Courier speculated, “This

(opposite) Superintendent Norris compiled this remarkable map of Yellowstone National Park between 1877 and 1882,
using data from earlier surveys as well as his own observations and those of topographer R. J. Reeves. Norris wrote
in the key, “The names of Bison, Elk, and other animals show their native haunts and where still abundant,"” indicating
plentiful mammat populations at the close of the 1870s. Norris identified the blue-shaded area as a game preserve.
Created by P W, Norris, 1877-1884. YNF Museum Collection, Yellowstone Heritage and Research Center, Garciner, MT, YELL 23004
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promises to be the best season, for furs and robes both
as to quality and quantity, ever had on the Yellow-
stone.” However, not having forgotten the “wanton
slaughter of the beautiful and valuable animals” seen
during his previous trip, Norris almost immediately
issued a hst of “Rules and Regulations” for the park.
He had no authority to issue such rules (which had
also been proposed by his predecessor), as that power
rested solely with the Secretary of the Interior, Never-
theless, whether by assumption or direction, Norris
published them where they would be noticed by both
hunters and hide buyers: in the Avané Courier. The
first of these rules addressed the killing of animals
within the park: “All hunting, fishing or trapping,
within the limits of the Park, except for purposes of
recreation, or to supply food for visitors or actual resi-
dents, is strictly prohibited; and no sales of fish or
game taken within the Park shall be made outside of
its boundaries.” Toothless though these regulations
were (any hunter within the park could simply cite
the allowed exceptions if questioned), they probably
did have a minimal effect. Norris understood part of
his duties to be that of “arousing public sentiment
against destruction of ammals,” and he certainly
hoped that he could enjoin locals to help him in his
crusade for wildlife by appealing to their pride as
“steadfast protectors.”®

Norris’s visit to the headwaters of the Yellowstone
River in the park that summer of 1877, however, did
not reassure him that hunters in the park were tak-
ing his appeals for preservation seriously. Instead,
he witnessed some of the slaughter’s most dramatic
results when he visited his friend Jack Baronett on
the east side of the Yellowstone River (today’s Lamar
Valley). His observations confirmed the abundance
and diversity of animals found in the valley, but also
pointed to the extent of their slaughter:

As it has been for two years the haunt of all
the trappers and hunters of the mountains,
many acres of the rocky point [on east side
of river] was [so] strewn with the fragments
of the pelts and carcasses of elk, bison, bear,
beaver, foxes, wolverines and other animals
that the effluvia [stench] even in this climate
was . . . too unpleasant for enjoyment as in
the days of yore.3?
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Near the end of the winter season, Nortis reported
that his appeals to the hunters had been met with the
assertion that as long as no one kept them from doing
it, they would continue to hunt within the park, but
that if police were put into place, they would likely
quit. Some locals probably thought Norris naive or a
fool for even reporting this, and perhaps he was stating
it merely for the sake of good public relations, but,
apparently, he was effecting some change on locals. In
April 1878, 181 Bozeman-area citizens signed a letter
to the Secretary of the Interior, requesting “an appro-
priation for its protection and improvement, trusting
that you will be promptly sustained in this most meri-
torious measure,”?®

Even though public sentiment seemed to be mov-
ing against the slaughter, the prospect of making
money eclipsed that proposition. On June 5, 1878,
Major James Brisbin of Fort Ellis, the military post east
of Bozeman, penned a letter to his military superiors
regarding the deplorable destruction of wildlife. On
July 21, apparently in response to Brisbin’s letter,
Lieutenant Doane added his thoughts about the con-
troversy in a letter to the commanding officer at the
fort and urged for regulation within the park, for if “an
inforcement be had of any law or regulation which
would stop entirely the use of arms in the Park, the
whole region would soon swarm with the natural ani-
mals and birds of the Country, as it has every requisite
for such occupation . . ” Doane’s perception, based
on nearly a decade of direct observation, was that
“most of this game has been destroyed” already,
although significant bison populations remained
on Mirror Plateau (east of Yellowstone Lake) and
in other remote sections, such as an area north of
the park referred to as the “buffalo tables” by James
Gourley, one of the first prospectors who made the
Cooke City gold strike in 1870.%

In 1879, however, Superintendent Norris offered a
more optimistic view of events in his report:

I have not allowed the killing of bison, and
so checked the wanton slaughter of elk,
deer, sheep, and antelope, mainly for their
pelts and tongues, by the mountaineers. . . .
I am confident these choice animals have
increased, rather than diminished, in num-
bers within the park since my management
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Inspired by similar articles in Forest and Stream magazine, New York's Daily Graphic aimed te shock eastern readers
with accounts of the slaughter in Yellowstone and to motivate them toward supporting conservation measures.
DPaily Graphic, July 11, 1878
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thereof. But with the rapid influx of tourists
and demand for such food this [slaughter]
cannot long continue . . .

He noted that, despite the massive numbers of
animals killed since 1875, their overall numbers had
“not seriously diminished, and but for the unprec-
edented severity of the past winter would have
greatly increased; their increase hereafier, however, is
assured if properly protected.” Yet the superintendent
possessed neither the money nor the manpower to
prevent the killing of the park’s animals. Still, he
praised Montana officials for protecting four counties
in the region from overhunting, and he used thatas a
springboard to renew his calls to his supervisors and
anyone else who might listen for permanent protec-
tion of park animals. ¥

The following year, Norris turned his attention to
the park’s dwindling pronghorn population, noting
that “they were once numerous in the open valleys of
the Upper Gardiner River, the open grassy region
thence to the Forks of the Yellowstone, and up its East
Fork to the Soda Butte.” Norris was not alone in his
assessment of the precariousness of the pronghorn
population. A visitor to the region recalled,

While traveling down the Yellowstone in the
winter of 1880, in the month of February, the
snow being deep, sleighs were used by the
stage company in place of wagons. There was
a crust on the snow, strong enough in places
to hold my weight. The driver and I discov-
ered a band of antelope in the road some
distance in advance of us. . . . There being
about fifty, they occupied a long space in the
road. . . . We noticed the legs of nearly all
these animals were badly lacerated, this being
caused by traveling and breaking through the
hard crust. These animals traveled in advance
of us some miles, never attempting to leave
the sleigh track. We finally met two hunt-

ers, and the animals bounded off through

the snow a short distance and stopped. The
hunters got down from their horses, and the
work of slaughter began. Before we passed
the next ridge, a quarter of a mile distant, five
antelope had been killed and the remainder
were scattered around, none beyond rifle

MONTANA THE MAGAZINE OF WESTERN HiSTORY

range. These animals had scarcely life enough
left to run from the hunter, even if the depth
of snow and crust had not rendered such a
thing impossible.

On December 23, 1880, the Avant Cowrier made a
rare front-page mention of Yellowstone National Park,
It featured a report by Secretary of the Interior Carl
Schurz, who had visited the park and confirmed that
the unrestrained slaughter in Yellowstone extended
throughout the American West. Schurz declared
that the time had come “to preserve in some local-
ity specimens of the more notable wild animals of
that region,” and he suggested that “the Yellowstone
Park appears to be a very suitable place for that pur-
pose.” Using his authority as Secretary of the Interior,
Schurz proposed a moratorium on hunting within the
park and stated that a bill to enforce such regulations
and to impose a penalty for their violation would be
submitted to Congress, although it was not until 1883
that a law prohibiting such killing went into effect.**

Meanwhile, the media brought attention to the
on-going, nationwide slaughter of bison. The Sioux
City Journal reported in May 1881 that “one hundred
thousand buffalo hides will be shipped out of the
Yellowstone country this season.” The paper deter-
mined, “For such boats as ply the Yellowstone there
are at least fifteen full loads of buffalo hides and other
pelts. Reckoning one thousand hides to three [rail]
car loads, and adding to this {quantity] fifty cars for
the other pelts, it will take at least three hundred and
fifty box-cars to carry this stupendous bulk of peltry
East to market.” The journal attributed this amount to
the easy pickings created by a bad winter that “caused
the buffalo to bunch themselves in a few valleys where
there was pasturage, and there the slaughter went on
all winter. There was no sport about it, simply shoot-
ing down the famine-tamed animals as cattle might be
shot down in a barn-yard.” Furthermore, the article
noted, “To the credit of the Indians it can be said that
they killed no more than they could save the meat
from. The greater part of the slaughter was done by
white hunters, or butchers rather, who followed the
business of killing and skinning buffalo by the mouth,
leaving the carcasses to rot”® Likely, some of the
bison killed were from the greater Yellowstone Park
region, where bison populations remained, albeit
greatly depleted.



The newly hired park gamekeeper Harry Yount
believed that the scale of the slaughter of wildlife in
1881 was much reduced, in part because of the weather
that winter. He toured the park and its environs and
made note of where wildlife—including deer, elk,
antelope, bison, moose, bighorn sheep, wolverines,
martens, and foxes—were wintering, but noted that
some of the herds were small. Yount, now honored
as the national park’s first ranger, recommended in
his reports that the park be protected by an adequate
police force. Unable to prevent the slaughter, he quit
later that year, having done “all one man could pos-
sibly do under the circumstances.”#

Undoubtedly, the ongoing profitability of com-
mercial hunting continued to hamper conservation
efforts. The Northern Pacific Railroad’s progress into
Montana Territory also enabled and even encouraged
tourists to experience the thrill of killing large num-
bers of animals, particularly bison and elk, with impu-
nity. When New York sport hunter H. Banard Leckler
traveled to Yellowstone in 1881, he hunted with fervor
and gaiety: “Hunting and fishing in the Adirondacks,
Maine, or Florida, is child’s play compared to what
one has in and around the [Yellowstone] National
Park. . .. Game of all kinds, and plenty of it, is in the
Park; but it will not be there many years; only very few
Lam afraid, as it is being slaughtered by the thousands
in the surrounding country. The hunting trip should
not be delayed, but should be enjoyed now while it
can be made in its perfection® Leckler’s regret at
the rapid rate at which Yellowstone’s game animals
were being decimated was secondary to the joy he felt
at the abundance of wildlife still available to kill inside
the park. Leckler’s 1881 account (published in 1884)
mndicated Yellowstone’s animal populations were still
robust in remote and mountainous areas; a similar
observation was made by General Philip Sheridan
during a trip through the park in 1882.

That the Yellowstone region retained significant
quantities of most animals into the early 1880s can
also be determined from the amount still killed for
commercial purposes. “Angler,” writing for Forest
and Stream, noted the numbers of hides that were
commercially shipped by just “one house” in Boze-
man from October of 1881 to July of 1882: “Elk skins
45,000 lbs., deer skins 35,000 lbs., antelope skins
5,000 lbs., mountain sheep skins 960 lbs., moose,

three skins only, bison none.”#

As Yellowstone Park's first gamekeeper (1880-1881),
Harry Yount documented the decline in animal
poputations in two reports and attempted unsuccessfully
to persuade the Interior Depattment to provide a force

for policing the park and preventing poaching.
National Park Service, Yellowstone National Park 02951

In June 1881, the dvant Courier also reported
on the large piles of animal hides stacked along the
Yellowstone River near “Sweet Grass” (a reference to
Sweet Grass Creek that comes into the Yellowstone
River from the north at the present location of Grey-
cliff, Montana), awaiting pickup by stcamboats during
high water. Although bison had been slaughtered by
the thousands during the previous ten years, the esti-
mate of one hundred thousand buffalo hides shipped
from the area in 1881 and the numbers mentioned
in the Sioux City Journal are both startling. Such
numbers underscore the intensity of the hide-hunting
trade and convey an impression that an abundance
of animals, including bison, remained in the area at
the time. Dr. Willlam Hornaday, the Smithsonian’s
naturalist and the most noted authority on bison at
the time, reported in 1889 the decline of the ship-
ments from Fort Benton after 1882, corroborating
“Angler’s” account. A letter to Hornaday from
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The actual number of game animals that either bit the dust
of the prairie or yielded up their lives among the mountains
must be something awful to calculate. “carv,” The Sun, 1885

I. G. Baker & Co., traders at Fort Benton, provided
detailed information about the numbers of hison that
company shipped from the Yellowstone Park region
between 1876 and 1884:

There were sent East from the year 1876
from this point about seventy-five thousand
buffalo robes. In 1880 it had fallen to about
twenty thousand, in 1883 not more than five
thousand, and in 1884 none whatever. We

are sorty we cannot give you a better record,
but the collection of hides which extermi-
nated the [northern) buffalo was from the
Yellowstone country on the Northern Pacific,
mstead of northern Montana.

In sum, Fort Benton autherities confirmed to Horna-
day that the final extermination of bison in the
“northern herds” occurred alongside killings along
the Yellowstone River, namely within the Yellowstone
country. ¥

Furthermore, a writer known only as “Carl,”
who had accompanied an 1877 military party up the
Yellowstone River from eastern Montana, recorded
the vast seas of bison that he saw that year. In an article
published in New York’s The Sun nearly a decade
later, Carl stated that although the rest of the nation’s
herds of bison were largely decimated during the
period 1870-1877, the populations in Montana and
Wyoming (because of their remoteness) were still the
target of commercial hunters along the Yellowstone
River, though largely outside of the park. The writer
claimed that the hunting continued into the early
1880s, and he estimated that roughly 524,000 bison
and 310,000 antelope and deer were killed during
these years. Aptly titled “No More Herds of Bison,”
his article concluded by saying, “In 1883 there was a
marked falling off in the supply of robes and skins.
Nevertheless 100,000 buffalo robes were shipped
from Glendive alone. . . . In 1884, there was no crop at
all to speak of, and in 1885 there can be none, as there
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are no living bison in the northwest to furnish any
more robes. In a word, the buffalo is extinct” (except
for the ones remaining in Yellowstone National Park,
he observed).®® The accuracy of Carl’s numbers is
hard to determine without knowing the sources for
his information, but it is reasonable to assume that
at least a small percentage of these animals came
from Yellowstone Park and its immediate environs,
where bison populations remained in ever-shrinking
pockets. Therefore, Carl’s account can be added to
the observations of others who noted the presence
(and decimation) of bison within the park in the third
quarter of the nineteenth century.

From later sources, it appears that Yellowstone
National Park’s animals were so depleted by the time
hunting in the park was outlawed in 1883 that tour-
ists seldom saw them along the park’s main roads.*?
Visitors and later park management assumed incor-
rectly that the animals had not been abundant in
the first place, or that they had all been killed, but
extensive research into the documents that include
the park’s backcountry proves that even prior to the
hunting ban, the park’s animal populations were
surprisingly abundant, and afterward remained
robust in most instances.>® For example, guidebook
writer Henry J. Winser wrote an entire section on
the park’s wildlife, which he called “Fauna of the
Park.” His description of hunting regulations made
it clear that his account dated from just after Janu-
ary of 1883, when the Interior’s first no-hunting rule
was promulgated. Importantly, Winser noted, “Wild
animals exist in the Park in large numbers and in
great variety.” Surveying locations throughout and
adjacent to the park, Winser catalogued seeing bison,
elk, bighorn, moose, antelope, bears, wolverines,
mountain lions, foxes, “coyotes, badgers, otters,
beavers, minks, martens, sables, ermines, rabbits,
hares, moles, mice, rats, muskrats, porcupines, rock
dogs, squirrels, chipmunks and skunks.” At the same
time, he observed, “Wolves have become quite scarce.
They still, however, rove in many portions of the



Hunting for subsistence in the park was legal until 1883, while fishing remained essentially unrestricted until the
1950s. Here, Almon . Loomis (standing), an employee of F. Jay Haynes's photography business, and another man
show the results of their hunting and fishing efforts in Yellowstone National Park, 1882,

F. J. Haynes, photographer, MHS Photograph Archives, Helena H-00790
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Park.” Winser’s account included an enumeration of
birds, fish, and reptiles as well 5

When Egerton K. Laird of England visited Yellow-
stone Park in 1884, he praised the new regulations,
saying “the prohibiting of game being shot in the Park
is a capital rule” and acknowledged that, even with
the law in effect, guides and others working in the
park had shot 1,500 elk near Mammoth, and even an
army general had killed an elk, apparently not aware
of the prohibition, As Laird pomted out, these restric-
tions extended only to game animals; hunters were
still permitted to kill fish, “clawed animals,” and “any
animal destructive to game” and were compensated
in cash for the skins of predators. Like Laird, a trav-
cler identified only as F. F. F., exploring Yellowstone
in September of 1884, mentioned that animals were
hard to see on the park’s main roads, suggesting the
past decade or more of hunting had depleted these
populations. Nonetheless, the traveler observed
“plenty of ducks, geese, swans, and pelicans™ near the
waterways and emphasized that the backcountry still

contained a profusion of game animals more readily
found after the tourist season ended. Apparently, the
area around the park was still inhabited by plenty

of large mammals as well, as F. F. F. and his fellow
hunters killed pronghorn, sheep, and elk just west of
Yellowstone near Henry’s Lake.5

George Bird Grinnell also returned to Yellowstone
in 1884, this time with geologist Arnold Hague in
order to promote Senator Vest’s proposed expansion
of the park. Traveling from Beaver to the park’s west-
ern boundary, Grinnell visited Lower Geyser Basin,
Mary Mountain, Canyon, West Thumb, Lewis Lake,
Beula Lake, and Jackson Lake before riding up Pacific
Creek to Two Ocean Pass and down Adantic Creek
to Yellowstone Lake, Nez Perce Ford, and back to the
west entrance, West of Henry’s Lake, he encountered
George Rea, an outfitter for hunters and one of the
earliest settlers in the area. Rea informed Grinnell that
most “game is still quite plenty here” and mentioned
specifically the abundance of elk, deer, and black
bears, as well as noting the scarcity of grizzly bears
and mountain sheep--two species that had once been
hunted in great numbers. In a fourteen-chapter article
chronicling the trip, Grinnell described impressive
observations of animals, including elk, deer, foxes,
pronghorn, a wolverine, and a porcupine, and signs
of beavers, wolves, bears, bison, and moose—adding
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Yellowstone Park photographer and avid hunter F. Jay Haynes (left) poses next to one of the last bison killed in
Montana Territory, ca. 1882, By the winter of 1884-1885, sport and market hunting had obliterated the formerly
massive bison populations throughout their vast native range, including the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem.
Almon L. Loomis, photographer. Bob Bemry Collection, HAY01.1200
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weight to others’ accounts of the distribution and
abundance of most large mammal species in the Yel-
lowstone region.”

Placing particular emphasis on the presence of
animals throughout the greater Yellowstone area,
Grinnell advocated the expansion of the park, say-
ing, “Itis a country abounding in game, from which,
if efficiently preserved, all the territory adjacent to
the Park may perpetually be stocked with the wild
animals peculiar to the Rocky Mountains.”* In con-
Junction with Superintendent Norns’s little-known,
colored map, Grinnell’s careful observations and
those of Winser, Laird, and F. F. F. demonstrate that
both game animals and predators, though diminished
by over a decade of intensive commercial slaughter,

Wi hdt
Despite enforcing measures to prohibit hunting of large game
animals, Yellowstone Park hoth allowed and encouraged the
unrestrained slaughter of predators and scavengers until the
early 1930s. Here, Cush Jones, a hired hunter, displays the pelts

remained prevalent in Yellowstone’s backcountry in
1884.
The 1882-1884 accounts also support conclusions

that the slaughter of animals within the park contin-
ued in a significantly diminished form during those
years, because the park’s civilian supenintendents—
derisively called “rabbit catchers”—were in place to
fight the battle against poaching. Even though they
only numbered about ten and had very little money
with which to combat illegal hunting, their presence
mdicated the need to protect wildlife in the park. His-
torian Haines has offered other anecdotal accounts
that bolster that proposition, too. Then, on August 17,
1886, the U.S. Army arrived to take over the park’s
administration. With its bigger budget and robust
workforce, the army’s presence eventually brought
an end to the killing of game animals in Yellowstone,
even if such prohibitions did not extend to predators
until much later, A decade would pass before Arnold
Hague and Ernest Thompson Seton would report
recovering mammal populations within the park.®
Ironically, the massive slaughter throughout the
region we now call the Greater Yellowstone Eco-
system—by depriving the region of so many animals,
particularly in its most accessible areas—would, by
the 1920s, result in some researchers concluding
that there had never been large numbers of animals
in the park at all.®® Yet hundreds of primary-source
documents and their accompanying thousands of
historical observations belie that theory. The accounts
of animals killed and hides shipped, along with direct
observations of those that traveled in and around the
park, demonstrate that an abundant and diverse pop-

of various predators on the wall of his dwelling in Mammoth,

ca. 1903, wational Park Service, Yelowstone National Park, 16218

ulation of mammals inhabited that ecosystem. Fur-
thermore, the park possessed natural features that
served to protect the animals before the enforcement
of protective regulations, which likely contributed to
the resilience of these populations. Those nineteenth-
century authors, if they could return to Yellowstone
today, might proclaim the park and its surrounding
environs to be the only places that resemble what the
region looked like in 1870.

In our bid to build 2 more complete picture, we
spent incalculable hours finding and examining hun-
dreds of primary-source documents. We learned that
reaching conclusions based on this kind of (inher-
ently unscientific and often subjective) material
necessitated examining all known accounts from
a given party, because the accounts sometimes dis-
agreed with each other or added completely new
material. We also learned that accumulating a mass
of this kind of source material eventually allowed us
to formulate meaningful general impressions of the
presence and relative abundance of various species
of ammals, and, in the case of some animals, could
permit arguable hypotheses regarding their compara-
tive abundance then and now. While the discovery
of each new source might, by itself, mean little to the
big picture, the accumulation of hundreds of sources
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Heaps of elk carcasses covering the Northern Pacific Railway platform in Gardiner attest to the unbridied slaughter
that continued just outside Yellowstone long after big game hunting was prohibited within the park's boundaries.
By 1911, when this photograph was taken, many park visitors were unaware of the historical abundance and
diversity of species that the great Yellowstone region had once supported.

Whithorn Coliection, Yeliowstone Gateway Museum, Livingston 2006.044,1967

eventually reveals a demonstrable consistency impor-
tant to the historical record. As we have previously
noted, “Anecdote multiplied often enough becomes
something very much like data”™

The preponderance of the historical evidence
shows beyond a doubt that there was a great diversity
of mammals throughout Yellowstone National Park
and the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. We now
know which species were abundant, which ones
were rare, and which ones were not present at all.
Finally, we even know more about their distribu-
tion than we ever thought possible from the use of
historical accounts. This knowledge about the eco-
logical impacts of human activities can help current
and future park managers by giving a more accurate
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view of the ecosystem in earlier days and providing a
framework for restoration.
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