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In Colonial America, there 
were few regulations re-
garding fish and wildlife. 
Our nation’s founders had 
the vision to set up a system 
of conservation, hunting, 
and fishing vastly different 
from what had existed in 
Scotland, England, and the 
other countries where the 
early settlers came from. 
There, kings owned the fish 
and wildlife and the rights 
to take them. 

Early in our nation’s 
history, our Supreme Court 
ruled that this “property” 
that once belonged to the king 
was now owned by the peo-
ple—and equally—that they 
be held in the public trust. 
This eventually led to our 
current system of hunting 
and fishing and the North 
American Model of Wildlife 
Conservation. However, peo-
ple were free to kill and sell 
wildlife, resulting in a major 
decline in their populations. 
Our nation, for example, lost 
the passenger pigeon and 
drove countless other species 
to the brink. The whitetail 
deer population in my home 
state of Mississippi dwindled 
to approximately 1,500 ani-
mals, compared to approxi-
mately 1.5 million today. 

Concerned hunters 
took notice. In 1887, Theodore 
Roosevelt (TR) and others 
started the Boone and Crock-
ett Club. Conserving big game 
and furthering policy for 
those purposes were its main 
tasks. It is North America’s 
oldest conservation organi-
zation. The Club saw a crisis 
in humanity’s impact on 
wildlife and their habitats 
and called citizens to action 
to change America’s direc-
tion. TR and others led the 
way and created a system of 
conservation that is now the 
envy of the world. 

These early leaders in 
the conservation movement 
initially focused on protect-
ing wild places and impeding 
the killing of fish and wildlife 
for markets. They shaped the 
conservation policies of 
North America and developed 
the cornerstones of the con-
servation movement, includ-
ing the creation and estab-
lishment of the National 
Forest System, National Park 
System, National Wildlife 
Refuge System, and the fed-
eral agencies to oversee those 
systems. In addition, the Club 
established modern-day 
game laws such as seasons 
and bag limits to allow taking 

while sustaining fish and 
wildlife populations. 

The founders and ear-
ly leaders of the Boone and 
Crockett Club viewed how 
we pursue wildlife as equal-
ly important as conserving 
them. Wildlife must be given 
the chance of escape— that’s 
called fair chase. In case you 
don’t know the story, it made 
national news when TR and 
Holt Collier hunted black 
bears in the vast swamps of 
the Mississippi Delta, and TR 
refused to shoot a defense-
less bear.

In 1902 TR traveled 
south to settle a border line 
dispute between Louisiana 
and Mississippi. While 
there—as many of us are keen 
to do—he mixed business 
with pleasure and hunted 
black bears in the Delta, my 
home region, which is a vast 
floodplain of the Mississippi 
River. In his book God Shakes 
Creation, David Cohn writes 
that the Mississippi Delta be-
gins in the lobby of the Pea-
body Hotel in Memphis, Ten-
nessee, and ends at Catfish 
Row in Vicksburg, Mississippi.  

During the hunt, a re-
nowned bear hunter and Af-
rican American guide, Holt 
Collier, pursued a bear on 
horseback, lassoed it, and 
clubbed it with his rifle. Tying 
the bear to a tree, Collier bad-
ly wanted TR to kill the bear, 
as he wanted him to have a 
successful hunt. Upon arriv-
ing, President Roosevelt re-
fused to kill the defenseless 
bear. His reasons? He had 
made no effort to hunt the 
bear himself, nor was there 
any way for the bear to escape.

The accompanying 
press covered the story. A 
political cartoon depicting 
the event ran in the Washing-
ton Post, and a shopkeeper in 

Brooklyn, New York, had the 
idea to market stuffed bears 
and call them Teddy’s Bear. 
He telegraphed President 
Roosevelt to get permission 
to name the bear after him, 
and he agreed. This event 
gave birth to the most famous 
toy in the world, as tens of 
millions of Teddy Bears are 
sold annually. The Teddy Bear 
is also the official toy of the 
state of Mississippi. This hunt 
brought attention to a new 
kind of hunting in which 
sportsmen and women re-
placed outright killers. This 
event, often considered the 
most famous hunt to have 
taken place on American soil, 
was the birth of fair chase. 

In 1936, Collier died 
and was buried at Live Oak 
Cemetery in Greenville, Mis-
sissippi, initially in an un-
marked grave, then later a 
single headstone was erected. 
The cemetery sits on land 
previously occupied by Plum 
Ridge Plantation, owned by 
the Hinds family. The re-
mains of Holt Collier, a for-
merly enslaved person at 
Plum Ridge, are interred 
here. A few of my friends and 
I raised funds from a small 
group of local Holt Collier 
fans and renovated his 
gravesite with the family’s 
permission. It now includes 
a 4-foot by 2-foot bronze 
plaque with a detailed in-
scription describing Collier’s 
life, which lies atop his grave. 
The plaque sits on a brick 
foundation. The gravesite is 
bordered by a wrought-iron 
fence just over two feet high. 
We also worked to place this 
historic cemetery on the Na-
tional Register of Historic 
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“What people don’t understand is this 
is something that we only have in 
America. There is no other country in 
the world where an ordinary citizen 
can go out and enjoy hunting and 
fishing. There is no other nation in the 
world where that happens. And it is 
very much a part of our heritage.”
— Norman Schwarzkopf, Boone and Crockett Member
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Places. This landmark desig-
nation will make it much 
easier to raise grant funds 
and take care of a cemetery 
where one of my heroes—Holt 
Collier—is buried.

In 2004, the Club 
worked to establish the Holt 
Collier National Wildlife Ref-
uge in his honor. It is the na-
tion’s only National Wildlife 
Refuge, among 500, named 
for an African American. It 
is also the only refuge named 
for a guide—and a great one 
at that. TR once said, “Holt 
Collier is the greatest hunter 
and guide I have ever known.” 
In 2008, Holt Collier was in-
ducted into the National Mul-
ticultural Western Heritage 
Museum and Hall of Fame in 
Fort Worth, Texas, and a larg-
er-than-life bronze monu-
ment of him on horseback 
was erected in his honor in 
Waco. Collier was a sharp-
shooter and cavalryman in 
the 9th Texas Cavalry, start-
ing at age 14. Collier was the 
subject of a book, Holt Collier: 
His Life, His Roosevelt Hunts, 
and the Origin of the Teddy 

Bear. Also, Sam Fathers, a 
character in William Faulk-
ner’s 1955 collection of stories 
Big Woods, is thought to have 
been based on Collier.

We are fortunate to 
live in a country where those 
who came before us set up the 
system we have today. For-
mer Boone and Crockett Club 
member Norman Schwarz-
kopf said, “What people don’t 
understand is this is some-
thing that we only have in 
America. There is no other 
country in the world where 
an ordinary citizen can go 
out and enjoy hunting and 
fishing. There is no other na-
tion in the world where that 
happens. And it is very much 
a part of our heritage.” 

As hunters, we must 
always remember what Gen-
eral Schwarzkopf said. As 
our founders established, 
fish and wildlife belong to 
the people, and hunting and 
fishing are privileges. How 
people view these activities 
will determine their future. 
Jim Posewitz, in his book 
Beyond Fair Chase, defines 

an ethical hunter as “A per-
son who knows and respects 
the animals hunted, follows 
the law, and behaves in a way 
that will satisfy what society 
expects of him or her as hunt-
er.” Unfortunately, there are 
many smart people today 
who say hunting should end. 
“Poachers” and game hogs 
are giving hunting and fish-
ing a bad name and are jeop-
ardizing hunting’s future 
existence. 

Taking care of fish and 
wildlife resources is a great 
moral responsibility, and 
how hunters and anglers are 
perceived will determine the 
future of hunting and fish-
ing. Many of us in the Boone 
and Crockett Club have ded-
icated our lives to ensuring 
future generations of Amer-
icans have the same oppor-
tunities to enjoy them as we 
all have today. 

The Club has made no-
table progress in conserving 
North America’s natural 

Read more about TR's black bear hunt and Holt Collier on page 28.

The Boone and 
Crockett Club 
asks that you 

please thank our 
Trailblazers with 
your patronage.

When President Theodore Roosevelt traveled to the South to settle a border line dispute with officials 
from Louisiana and Mississippi, he did a little bear hunting. His guide was Holt Collier.
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resources since we were 
formed 137 years ago by en-
abling the protection, resto-
ration, and enhancement of 
hundreds of millions of acres 
of land, including Holt’s and 
TR’s historic Lower Mississip-
pi River Valley hunting 
grounds. We haven’t done it 
alone, working with a com-
munity of like-minded peo-
ple, private landowners, 
other organizations, and 
government agencies. 

And, with 80 percent 
of Americans now living in 
urban areas—farther from 
natural spaces—our chal-
lenge now is to help people 
maintain enough of a connec-
tion to the land and the nat-
ural world to care about it 
and see it as essential to their 
well-being. 

Thankful ly, many 
Americans value outdoor ex-
periences. Today, more Amer-
icans care about healthy fish 
and wildlife populations and 
functioning natural systems 
than at any other time in our 
nation’s history. They believe, 
as I do, that we all share a 
responsibility to conserve 
them for present and future 
generations. Our approach is 
to help people see that con-
servation often makes com-
mon sense and economic 
sense. We do that by working 
with government agencies, 
policy leaders, and business-
es to create incentives to pro-
tect water quality, conserve 
natural habitats, and even 
use natural systems to re-
verse the effects of a chang-
ing climate. 

The Boone and Crock-
ett Club believes that it is not 
enough to preach that we all 
have an unquestionable re-
sponsibility to conserve the 
fish and wildlife resources 
around us; we must practice 
it too. This includes regulated 
hunting and fishing. But it 
does not include the illegal 
and senseless taking of our 
natural resources. Posewitz 
once said, “A society or cul-
ture is ultimately measured 
not by what it develops or 
consumes, but rather by what 

it has nurtured and pre-
served.” That’s what this great 
Club has done through its 
selfless and steadfast actions 
to make North America a bet-
ter place to live, work, and 
raise a family by preventing 
a few “bad apples” from steal-
ing from the public trust. 

But what keeps me, 
and the entire Boone and 
Crockett leadership and staff, 
up late at night is worrying 
about how to keep the world’s 
greatest system of hunting 
and conservation healthy for 
the next 137 years. Especial-
ly with all of the political, 
economic, social, technolog-
ical, and environmental 
changes we are experiencing.

Keeping this system 
healthy has never been easy. 
Is it worth all the effort, 
resources, and energy? Be-
fore you answer, think 
about life without hunting 
and fishing, which was al-
most a reality. Now think 
about how this great system 
of conservation and fair 
chase hunting was created 
largely thanks to a handful 
of concerned sportsmen and 
women. I have to believe 
Holt and TR would be proud 
of what has been done. n 

In western Mississippi, close to where Louisiana, Arkansas, and 
Mississippi meet, sits both the Holt Collier and Theodore Roosevelt 
National Wildlife Refuge (NWR). Roosevelt was largely responsible for 
creating the nation's National Wildlife Refuge System. 


