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It is not generally known that Boone and Crockett’s records 
keeping goes back more than 100 years. This statement will 

contradict previously published information, but the relatively 
recent discovery of an early Boone and Crockett scoring 
manual published in 1906 rewrites history for North American 
big game records-keeping.

The famous “first” Boone and 
Crockett book, Records of North Ameri-
can Big Game, published in 1932, was 
historically regarded as the Club’s ini-
tial effort. It is a landmark book, and 
early printings have long been difficult 
to find. In modern times, it has been 
reprinted twice and these editions are 
readily available.

The first Boone and Crockett so-
called “big game competitions” were 
held annually from 1947 to 1949.

Rankings were based on simple 
measurements of length of the longer 
horn or antler or the greatest length of 
the skull. There were no additions, de-
ductions, or other complications.

For the 1950 Big Game Compe-
tition, the new Official Scoring system 
was in place. This system was a joint 
venture by James L. Clark, Grancel 
Fitz, Dr. Harold E. Anthony,  Milford 
Baker, Thomas H. Barbour, and Samu-
el Webb; Webb served as the chairman. 
Its work was chiefly a reconciliation of 
the systems of James Clark and Gran-
cel Fitz. Clark and Fitz had, in certain 
ways, debated the intricacies of a new 
system since at least the publication of 
the 1939 North American Big Game book.

Verbal and written history indi-
cate the early awards committees were 
somewhat less diplomatic in deciding 
issues, as compared to the modern, 
smoothly run events assembled by cur-
rent Records Committee Chairman 
Buck Buckner.  

Since 1952, a few minor changes 
have been adopted. Instructions for tak-
ing measurements have been modified 
and added to in the interest of clarifi-
cation. Minimums have been changed; 

special and previously unforeseen situa-
tions have been addressed. New catego-
ries have been added.

The near universal acceptance 
of the Boone and Crockett Official 
Scoring System, as originally formu-
lated and occasionally modified dur-
ing the last 60 years, shows the wisdom 
and foresight of the original commit-
tee members. We owe them a debt of 
gratitude.

The first ten Big Game Compe-
titions were held at the American Mu-
seum of Natural History in New York 
City. In 1963, they moved to the Carn-
egie Museum in Pittsburgh, Pennsylva-
nia, which held the next four competi-
tions. After this, they were conducted 
in widely varied areas of the continent 
in an effort to involve and attract big 
game hunters and others interested in 
our native big game animals. This last 
change of venue has also helped spread 
the message of the North American 
model of wildlife management and 
conservation to the public.

The first 14 events were called 
North American Big Game Competi-
tions. The 15th event was held in At-
lanta, Georgia, and called the North 
American Big Game Awards Program. 
The name change came about to more 
accurately reflect the actual goal of the 
awards as a celebration of modern wild-
life  conservation. That name remains 
in use today. We have now begun plan-
ning for the 28th Big Game Awards to 
be held in Reno, Nevada, in the spring 
of 2013.

As you look through the vintage 
photos, it is apparent the North Ameri-
can Model of Wildlife Conservation 

award winners
An excerpt from Boone and Crockett Club’s latest history book...An American Elk Retrospective.
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Members of the 14th Competition’s 
Judges Panel verified the score of 
numerous wapiti including a couple 
of non-typical bulls that were 
determined to be below the minimum 
score for wapiti. Unfortunately, at this 
time in records keeping history, the 
Club had not created a category for 
non-typical elk. Since the introduction 
of the category with the 18th Awards 
Program several of these older non-
typical elk have taken their rightful 
places in the records book.

An American Elk Retrospective: Vintage 
Photos and Memorabilia from the Boone 
and Crockett Archives
t   Hardcover with dust jacket

t   8 x 10 inches

t   272 pages

t   Over 250 B&W photographs

t   Associate Price $27.95, plus S&H

Call 888/840-4868 to order today.
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Early Competitions were held at 
the American Museum of Natural 
History in New York City and they 
received a fair amount of press 
from the NY papers.
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has worked to a remarkable degree. 
You’ll notice that the wapiti award-
winners get larger over time: This con-
tinues today.

In the 1950s, conventional wis-
dom held the really top-end bulls were 
a past relic.

With the winter range settled, 
overgrazing by livestock, and fewer 
acres of undisturbed land, the common 
thinking was that the really huge bulls 
were gone. The 4th Big Game Com-
petition winner was a 366-inch bull. A 
nice trophy, but not even eligible for the 
All-time records book today. If you had 
asked the early committee members 
about the potential for a new World’s 
Record wapiti, they would have said 
it was not likely  unless an old  trophy 
turned up from some long-forgotten 
hunt. How times have changed.

Today, one of the nicer aspects 
of trophy-elk hunting is its varied ge-
ography. There are increasingly more 
states and provinces that have pro-
duced award-winners. Some areas are 
more consistent producers than others, 
but a giant bull can come from literally 

anywhere it’s allowed to mature. Idaho, 
Alberta, Montana, Wyoming, Colo-
rado, and Arizona are all represented 
by award-winning bulls. We currently 
see winners in Nevada, New Mexico, 
and Utah, as well.

As I reviewed the past Big Game 
Competitions, I could not help think-
ing of Art Popham, long-time regular 
member of the Boone and Crockett 
Club, Records Committee member, 
and veteran of many judging panels. 
Art chaired the 1960 competition. For-
ty years after the event, he still spoke 
of the lengthy discussion regarding two 
award-winning trophies: one, a new 
World’s Record polar bear and the 
other, Fred Mercer’s breathtaking elk 
from Madison County, Montana. In 
my opinion, Mercer’s is the most beau-
tiful elk of all time.

The polar bear was taken in 
full compliance with the game laws 
of the time by a very well-known and 
well-liked big game hunter–and future 
Governor of New Mexico. The elk was 
taken on a very difficult hunt and, as 
I remember the story, meat and, later, 

antlers were packed out in a blizzard. 
Art spoke with a firm voice about hold-
ing out for the Sagamore Hill Award 
to be presented to Mr. Mercer. He pre-
vailed and was very proud of that vic-
tory for the rest of his life. He felt that 
act had set the precedent to value hard-
ship and fair chase over small numeri-
cal advantages.

As you contemplate those long-
distant hunts and admire the fruits of 
our predecessors’ labors, I hope you 
take a minute to mentally thank the 
men and women with the determina-
tion in their souls to ensure that the 
opportunity to pursue these majestic 
animals has not only been maintained, 
but improved. That is the final measure 
of a hunter-conservationist.

To enjoy the resource and leave 
it in better condition than you found 
it: This is a success story of which I am 
proud to be a part. You should be as 
well. t

To read more about the history of elk in the Club’s 
records program, pick up a copy of An American 
Elk Retrospective. Available directly from the 
Club or at select sporting goods and book stores.
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