
On April 23, 1911, five Rocky Mountain elk
(Cervus elaphus nelsoni) stepped off an express train in Cache,
Oklahoma. One week earlier, these animals had been part of a
herd of twenty thousand elk starving during the winter in Jackson
Hole, Wyoming. These five animals, combined with one bull elk
that preceded them, provided the foundation of the elk herd at the
Wichita Mountains National Forest and Game Preserve, now the
Wichita Mountains Wildlife Refuge. Today, the elk herd of the
Wichita numbers approximately eleven hundred and is one of
many animal species touted by the refuge, which includes bison,
pronghorns, longhorns, and even a prairie dog town.1 Elk once
lived in Oklahoma but were exterminated by the late nineteenth
century by hunters and white settlers. By 1911, though, the elk
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had returned to Oklahoma. Who supported their return to
Oklahoma? More puzzling, why did they come from Jackson Hole,
more than one thousand miles away? And what does the reintro-
duction of elk to the Wichita Mountains tell about the role of
wildlife in the Progressive conservation movement?

Bringing Rocky Mountain elk back from the brink of extinction
through relocation efforts like the ones that took place in the Wichita
Mountains in 1911 and 1912 was a conservation success story. The ef-
fort to preserve the elk also revealed the importance of esthetics in the
Progressive conservation movement, a movement often portrayed as
concerned only with the efficient use of natural resources like timber,
water, and forage. Furthermore, the preservation and propagation of
elk featured a unique blend of cooperation among local groups, state
officials, and federal conservationists.2 Finally, in their attempts to
save the elk, these people uncovered a nature characterized not by
stability but by unpredictable change.

A variety of elk (Cervus elaphus) inhabited western North Amer-
ica upon initial European settlement. In 1929 the popular outdoor
writer Ernest Thompson Seton estimated that as many as ten mil-
lion elk occupied the continent prior to European arrival.3

Merriam’s elk (Cervus elaphus merriami) inhabited pockets of what
became the American Southwest, including the White Mountains of
Arizona and possibly the Wichita Mountains of Oklahoma. Tule elk
(Cervus elaphus nannodes) lived throughout southern California
and the state’s Central Valley, while the larger Roosevelt elk
(Cervus elaphus roosevelti) occupied much of the Pacific Northwest.
Rocky Mountain elk, the focus of this story, dwelled in the moun-
tains of the same name as well as in much of the Great Plains and
Midwest areas, along with the Eastern elk (Cervus elaphus
canadensis).4

Elk populations varied even before they faced an onslaught of
white settlement and overhunting, although animal ecologists of
the early twentieth century thought otherwise. On the Southern
Plains, for example, elk flourished on eastern tallgrass prairies, not
the mixed-grass or short grass prairies further west. Elk migrated
in response to hunting by American Indians as well as to natural
forces such as predators or climate change, just like the bison. Fur-
thermore, while elk may have existed in great numbers, the herds
were often scattered, and settlers would go days without seeing
them. In short, wildlife populations did not exist in a “climax” state
prior to European arrival. To make such an assertion ignores the
fact that American Indians hunted these animals for years. This
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perception also neglects the inherent changeableness of nature, as
elk numbers fluctuated continuously in response to predators and
climate change.5

Ernest Thompson Seton also argued that there were few stories
more disgusting than the slaughter of elk during the second half of
the nineteenth century, writing that “the wholesale massacre of the
Elk, like that of the Buffalo, was carried on for the joy of seeing the
great creatures fall in dying agony; and, in later years, by
tusk-hunters who were too lazy to be hidehunters.”6 White settle-
ment and overhunting accounted for much of the destruction. Some
elk populations, particularly in the Ohio River Valley, had already
declined because of American Indians, white settlers, and defores-
tation. Elk disappeared from much of the Midwest by the 1850s. Elk
persisted in some portions of the Great Plains, like in the Wichita
Mountains, until the 1870s. General Philip Sheridan is believed to
have killed the last elk on land that later became part of the Wich-
ita Game Preserve, doing so in 1881 on the mountain that now
bears his name.7

Infiltration of the Rocky Mountains by fur trappers and miners
helps explain the extirpation of elk from much of that region. Men
in the mining camps needed meat, and as was often the case, many
of these camps were miles away from the nearest towns, farms, and
ranches that could have supplied these areas with domestic live-
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Mount Sheridan, named
for General Philip H.
Sheridan, as seen looking
west from Little
Sheridan. This photo-
graph was taken by John
V. Dedrick, c. 1904 (W. A.
Rigg Collection [10223],
OHS Research Division).



stock. As a result, market hunters specialized in providing wild
meat for these camps and mountain communities. With the advent
of mining in central Colorado, for example, mining corporations
hired men to kill elk at $1.50 a head. The hunters often took only
the animal’s back and hindquarters. One hunter named Jack Burns
reportedly killed forty-seven elk in one day.8 In 1880 two other mar-
ket hunters in central Colorado slaughtered eighteen elk in ten
minutes.9

Hunters also killed thousands of elk as trophies, particularly
for their antlers and upper canine teeth, also called “ivories” or
“tusks.” By 1910 the Montana newspaper Kalispell Bee reported
that a pair of antlers would bring $5 to $10 while their tusks, often
used for charms or watch fobs, sold for $2 to $5, depending on their
size.10 Members of the Benevolent Protective Order of the Elks
(BPOE) wore elk ivories as badges and often killed the animals
only to obtain their front teeth. However, many Elks members who
participated in the near-extermination of the animal later took
part in numerous efforts to propagate them, including the trans-
plant of elk from Jackson Hole to the Wichita Mountains in 1911.11
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Seventy-eight members of the Benevolent Protective Order of
the Elks (BPOE) posing outside their lodge in Durant,
Oklahoma, on May 4, 1909 (John E Shanafelt Collection
[2532], OHS Research Division).



Overall, the decline in elk populations was drastic by the early
twentieth century. Seton cites a Biological Survey official who esti-
mated that the elk population decreased by more than 80 percent be-
tween 1885 and 1910. Seton himself calculated that the number of elk
in North America in 1907 amounted to only 45,650, a statistic that
paled in comparison to his belief that 10 million elk inhabited the con-
tinent prior to European arrival.12 Fear of the extinction of species like
bison and elk provided important inspiration for the Progressive con-
servation movement. Indeed, John Reiger argues that sportsmen’s
concern for big game started the movement. Regardless of whether
hunters actually started it or not, sportsmen played an important role
in all of the movement’s early manifestations, including the creation of
Yellowstone National Park in 1872 and the establishment of the first
forest reserves and wildlife refuges. Concern over the slaughter of
wildlife led to the creation of game laws such as closed seasons or bag
limits. Sportsmen also outlawed certain unsportsmanlike forms of
hunting like “jacklighting” and poaching. True sportsmen, in contrast,
believed in the fair chase of the hunt. Finally, hunters supported laws
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Scenic Mt. Scott and Lake Elmer Thomas in the Wichita National For-
est and Game Preserve, now the Wichita Mountain National Wildlife
Refuge (Barbara J. Vester Collection [23384.2], OHS Research
Division).



that prohibited the interstate trade of game or any of their valuable
body parts, culminating with the passage of the Lacey Act in 1900.13

The combination of conservation measures and the ruggedness of
the Rockies provided an opportunity for remnant elk herds to survive,
particularly in the Yellowstone region of northwest Wyoming. Elk
herds persisted in areas deemed worthless by white settlers. Indeed,
the lack of valuable farming land or timber, in combination with
strange geological formations and relic bison and elk herds, helps ex-
plain the creation of Yellowstone National Park in the first place.14

Herbert Osborn, writing about the recently extinct animals of Iowa in
1905, pointed out that bison and elk no longer wandered through his
state because there was “no fastness of forest, or mountain or desert,
in which they could remain unmolested by the crowding of man.”15

Olaus Murie, the foremost expert on elk in the early twentieth cen-
tury, also made the connection between the importance of wilderness
areas and the preservation of wildlife. Rugged and inaccessible areas,
combined with their perceived worthless value, did much to preserve
local wildlife, such as the Rocky Mountain elk in northwest Wyo-
ming.16

Meanwhile, President William McKinley created the 57,120-acre
Wichita Forest Reserve in southwest Oklahoma on July 4, 1901, by
executive order. In 1905 upon the creation of the U.S. Forest Service
and the transfer of the forest reserves to the Department of Agricul-
ture, the reserve was renamed the Wichita National Forest and
Game Preserve. Forest rangers prohibited the hunting or capturing of
the few game animals left on the preserve and prescribed penalties for
violators. Rangers worked quickly to suppress any fires in the area
and regulated livestock grazing on the forest land by establishing a
permit system and charging grazing fees. Rangers also cooperated
with the Bureau of Biological Survey and local ranchers to extermi-
nate predators and varmints in the area. Finally, the Forest Service
worked hard to reintroduce big game to the Wichita reserve, including
Rocky Mountain elk.17

The bison became the first big game species reintroduced to the
Wichita Game Preserve. On March 25, 1905, the New York Zoologi-
cal Society offered the federal government a small herd of bison on
condition that it construct a suitable fence around a large grazing
area to maintain the herd. Congress accepted the donation and ap-
proved the Wichita Game Preserve as the bison’s new home. By
1907 the fence surrounding an eight-thousand-acre buffalo pasture
was complete, and fifteen bison arrived from New York City on Oc-
tober 14. To S. Matthew DeSpain, the arrival of bison to the Wichita
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Mountains “represented the apex of a seven-year quest by various
advocates to preserve the Wichita Mountains and the bison.”18

Their transport was of national interest, as the bison were a living
vestige of the nation’s frontier heritage. Locals also paid attention
to the bison transplant. Business owners and tourist promoters, for
example, were hopeful that the Wichita Game Preserve could be-
come an outdoor resort for much of the Southern Plains. The bison
also provided Oklahomans a much-needed symbol with which to
identify. Once in the Wichita Game Preserve, unique topography in
the heart of the Southern Plains, the bison stood as living remnants
of America’s celebrated frontier heritage. In short, DeSpain claims
that the bison of the Wichita National Forest and Game Preserve
“filled a cultural void for people of Oklahoma Territory.”19 The pres-
ervation of the bison satisfied anthropocentric, or human, needs.
Conservationists did not save the bison for the sake of the animals
themselves. Rather, they preserved wildlife in order to satisfy their
own cultural insecurities. It would be no different with the reintro-
duction of elk.20

In 1908 the City Council of Wichita, Kansas, donated a bull elk
to the Wichita Game Preserve. The animal had been in its city

266

THE CHRONICLES OF OKLAHOMA

Bison were reintroduced to the Wichita Game Preserve in 1905. They
were seen as a symbol of the West (Earl E. Nichols Collection [12645],
OHS Research Division).



park for some time and had become “somewhat obstreperous,” or
unruly.21 The council was eager to donate it, provided the Forest
Service paid the expense of transporting the animal. Frank Rush,
supervisor of the Wichita National Forest and Game Preserve,
accepted the gift.22 The bull elk was shipped from Wichita to
Cache, Oklahoma, via overnight express on May 18, 1908. Upon the
elk’s arrival, Deputy Forest Ranger W. B. Boyes commented that the
animal “was skinned quite a bit” during its journey in the railroad
crate. Furthermore, Boyes, Assistant Forest Ranger Herbert Hodge,
and Supervisor Rush all had a hard time loading the elk onto the
wagon for its short journey from Cache to the game preserve. The
animal kicked Hodge and knocked both Boyes and Rush down be-
fore they finally loaded it.23 Upon arrival back at headquarters they
released the elk into the buffalo pasture, where Rush later noted
that the animal was a “fine large fellow.”24

The circumstances of the arrival of the first elk to the Wichita
Game Preserve were quite different from those of the bison. The elk
came with little fanfare, unlike the bison from New York City. More-
over, the bull elk was old and “ornery,” in contrast to the bison that
were in their prime. On the surface it appears that the first elk on
the Wichita Game Preserve simply fell into the lap of the Forest
Service and that officials on the preserve cared little about the
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Frank Rush, supervisor of
the Wichita National Forest
and Game Preserve during
the reintroduction of the
elk. Rush was a proponent
of the reintroduction and
worked diligently to see to
its success (Frank Rush
Collection [2258], OHS Re-
search Division).



propagation of elk. Just the previous fall, they released bison onto
the game preserve with much celebration. Furthermore, by the time
the bull elk from Kansas arrived, forest rangers were dealing with
an outbreak of Texas fever among the bison.25 Finally, there was no
demand for elk on the preserve from local Oklahomans. Behind the
scenes, though, Forest Supervisor Rush worked hard to obtain more
big game for his game preserve. While the donation of the bull elk
from Wichita, Kansas, was perhaps unexpected, the animal’s ar-
rival in May 1908 fit soundly into Rush’s plan to make the Wichita
Mountains a genuine game preserve.26

In the meantime, in 1908 plenty of Rocky Mountain elk remained
in northwest Wyoming due to isolation, the elimination of predators
like wolves, the creation of Yellowstone National Park, and the en-
forcement of strict hunting regulations. They constituted living
proof of the important role of sportsmen in the conservation move-
ment. The herds that wintered in Jackson Hole, a basin located
south of Yellowstone, fared well until increased settlement came to
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This photograph, entitled "King of the Wichitas," was taken
around the time of the reintroduction of elk to the Wichita
Mountains (photograph courtesy of the Wichita Mountains
National Wildlife Refuge).



the area during the first decade of the twentieth century. Utiliza-
tion of the valley floor by livestock and the conversion of significant
portions of the area from sagebrush to hay fields diminished the
available food supply for elk during the winter. Finally, a series of
unusually harsh winters between 1908 and 1912 characterized by
large amounts of snow and cold temperatures combined with large
elk numbers and more settlers to create what many referred to as
the “elk problem” of Jackson Hole.27

The combination of strict hunting regulations, a poor hunt, and a
large elk population spelled disaster for the herds as they de-
scended upon Jackson Hole during the fall of 1908. W. A. Bartlett, a
local of Jackson Hole, estimated that hunters killed fewer than
three thousand elk during the 1908 hunting season. Meanwhile,
winter set in as ten to fifteen feet of snow fell in the surrounding
mountain ranges and four to five feet collected on the basin floor,
covering the grasses and forcing elk to subsist on shrubs and small
tree branches.28

The elk that migrated to Jackson Hole during the winter only
became a problem when they started damaging or eating the
property of local settlers. By the winter of 1908-09, Bartlett be-
lieved that the elk herd, approximately twenty-five thousand
head, posed a significant threat to local ranchers. The animals
descended upon their ranches “like an army of invasion . . . with
starvation staring them in the face.” Under these conditions,
Bartlett wrote, the elk “threatened to devour every vestige of for-
age growth” and “wipe up the farmers’ hay stacks.”29 Ranchers
who could afford to constructed stronger, taller fences to prevent
the elk from getting into their haystacks, while others guarded
their hay night and day against the starving animals.30

Because of recent memories of the near-extermination of the bi-
son, as well as the realization that elk were a valuable commodity
to the region, local ranchers tried to keep elk from starving during
the winter of 1908-09 by petitioning state lawmakers for money to
feed them hay. Local residents also held meetings and procured pri-
vate donations of hay, money, and hired hands to feed the elk. Hay
was purchased for five dollars a ton, and arrangements were made
to have the hay fed by the person from whom it was purchased.
Each day, usually in the late afternoon (so the elk would not starve
and freeze to death overnight), a local rancher hauled hay to a point
easily accessible to both him and the elk herds and strung it out in a
long line to encourage better distribution among the animals. At
the same time, in response to the requests from Jackson Hole resi-
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dents, the state of Wyoming appropriated $5,000 to provide for the
feeding of elk in February 1909. State game officials took over feed-
ing efforts following the appropriation. As winter finally gave way
to spring, the state game warden estimated that fifteen thousand
elk were fed and that six hundred animals died of starvation during
the winter.31

Correspondence between Jackson Hole and the Wichita Game Pre-
serve regarding the transport of elk to Oklahoma also opened in May
1908 with a letter from Robert E. Miller, supervisor of the Teton Na-
tional Forest in northwest Wyoming, to Supervisor Rush. Miller indi-
cated that it would be possible to obtain approximately twenty head of
elk for the Wichita Game Preserve if Rush wanted them. The elk could
be captured in the winter, fed during the spring while roads over the
mountain passes cleared of snow, and transported to Oklahoma by the
summer of 1909. Miller worried about the cost, however, noting that
there was no congressional appropriation to pay for the feed and
transport of the animals.32 Nevertheless, Rush was enthusiastic about
the possibility, writing Miller that “we want the elk if it is possible for
us to get them.”33

Two things are striking about the initial correspondence be-
tween the two forest supervisors. First, Miller wrote to Rush about
the possibilities of elk for the Wichita Game Preserve before the elk
problem in Jackson Hole assumed crisis proportions. Second, the
letters reveal that efforts to bring elk to the game preserve origi-
nated from federal conservation officials, not local Oklahomans.

Early in the spring of 1909 Miller wrote to Rush, “Now is the
time to capture the elk for your National Game Preserve . . . for they
will leave the valley as soon as weather conditions change.” Miller
believed that feed and transport costs could be met with the state of
Wyoming’s emergency appropriation to deal with elk in Jackson
Hole.34 Rush would not get his elk in 1909, though. Wyoming’s
emergency appropriation was devoted only to purchasing hay to
feed the animals through the rest of the winter. Furthermore, while
Jackson Hole settlers may have been more than happy to deport
some surplus elk, there was not widespread demand from Oklaho-
mans for these animals as of yet.35

Jackson Hole experienced even more heavy snow and cold tem-
peratures during the winter of 1909-10, and according to W. A. Bart-
lett, avalanches “carried away the telephone wires on most of the
lines and blockaded the mountain passes, so that a sled cannot even
get through to carry mail and supplies.”36 Indeed, he called this par-
ticular winter the worst in the history of the state of Wyoming, and
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locals and state officials could not procure enough hay to feed the
starving animals. Once again, elk devoured haystacks where they
could. Bartlett reported that rancher W. P. Redmond froze two toes
and a thumb one night during this particular winter while guard-
ing his haystack against hungry elk.37 Once more, elk starved to
death. Local efforts to solve the elk problem proved inadequate.

With insufficient state funds and hay, some locals requested the
federal government to step in and solve the elk problem. One went
so far as to say that efforts to save the elk by the state of Wyoming
were a “complete failure” and that “unless something is done by the
Federal power to handle these large bands of elk,” their extinction
would be “the final outcome.”38 There were too many elk in north-
west Wyoming draining financial resources and destroying the
property of local farmers and ranchers. These local farmers and
ranchers welcomed the advice of federal experts and any new meth-
ods that promised to alleviate the elk problem in Jackson Hole.

Federal conservationists struggled to deal with elk abundance
just as much as Jackson Hole residents. While notions of culling
wildlife herds through hunting were swirling about during the
early twentieth century, the majority of people who dealt with the
elk problem in Jackson Hole, as well as those who stood to benefit
from receiving Rocky Mountain elk, emphasized relocation and the
creation of game preserves rather than an organized hunting pro-
gram. The perceived need to preserve the elk at all costs in the face
of predators, poachers, and “tusk” hunters still existed in 1910. The
concept of relocating elk satisfied desires to reestablish the balance
of nature and to make sure that Rocky Mountain elk would not go
the way of the bison or the passenger pigeon. In short, fears of ex-
tinction among the nation’s remnant game species remained. There
was also concern that while a particular animal increased in num-
ber in one particular area, like the Rocky Mountain elk in Jackson
Hole, the same species was on the decline or nonexistent elsewhere.
As journalist Dillon Wallace wrote in Outing Magazine in 1910, “We
must strike a balance somehow.”39 The relocation of elk from Jack-
son Hole to various places, including the Wichita Mountains, could
reestablish a balance among elk populations in the United States.
Once again, humans could improve upon nature for the benefit of
society.

The federal government thus responded to the pleas of Jackson Hole
residents by sending Edward A. Preble of the Bureau of Biological Sur-
vey to examine the situation. During the last session of the Sixty-first
Congress in 1910, Senator Francis E. Warren of Wyoming incorporated
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into the annual appropriation for the Department of Agriculture an
item “for the feeding, protecting, and removal of elk in the country
known as Jackson’s Hole and vicinity, in the State of Wyoming.” Preble,
an assistant within the bureau, was sent with instructions to examine
the existing conditions in the region, ascertain the number of elk that
starved during the winter, cooperate with the state in feeding the elk
for the winter of 1910-11, and “investigate the feasibility of trans-
ferring a few animals to other parts of the State or to game pre-
serves in other States where nucleus herds might be established
under Federal or State auspices.”40

Simultaneously, the Department of Agriculture sought the cooper-
ation of the BPOE in its effort to transplant surplus elk from Jackson
Hole to other places in the United States. For instance, Secretary of
Agriculture James Wilson wrote to Oklahoma Representative Scott
Ferris in June 1910, asking if any local Elks lodges would be willing
to donate elk from Jackson Hole to the Wichita Game Preserve. Un-
der the appropriation bill, the Department of Agriculture could not
purchase the animals themselves but were able “to pay the shipping
charges on any game animals which may be secured for stocking ei-
ther a National Forest or a Game Preserve.” Thus, Wilson indicated
that if any Elks lodge in Oklahoma was willing to donate a few elk to
the Wichita preserve, the Department of Agriculture and the U.S.
Forest Service would “arrange to pay the transportation charges
upon them and see that they are afterwards taken care of.”41

On June 8, 1910, the State Elks Association of Oklahoma
adopted a resolution calling for the transplant of elk from Jackson
Hole to the Wichita Game Preserve.42 The Elks lodge in Lawton,
Oklahoma, even created a committee for the procurement of elk for
the Wichita preserve and sent it to Washington, D.C., to lobby,
where they requested that the State Elks Association be allowed to
own the elk placed in the game preserve.43 In addition to their dona-
tion of elk that did not even currently reside in their state, Frank
Rush asked the State Elks Association to pick up the cost of trans-
porting the elk from Jackson Hole, Wyoming, to the railroad depot
at St. Anthony, Idaho, which he estimated to be no more than fifty
dollars per head. The Forest Service would pay for the railroad
transportation from Idaho to Cache, Oklahoma. To the dismay of
those Elks members who hoped that the elk would remain in the
possession of the State Elks Association upon their arrival at the
Wichita Reserve, Rush reiterated that their association could only
donate the elk. Since the animals were to reside on a national game
preserve, Rush wrote, “[I]t would be necessary for the elk to become
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the property of the United States.”44 Through collaboration with the
State Elks Association, Frank Rush would finally get more elk for
the Wichita Game Preserve.

The Forest Service was also enthusiastic about the prospects of
transporting surplus elk from Jackson Hole to the Wichita Moun-
tains. Leon F. Kneipp wrote to Earle H. Clapp, assistant district for-
ester out of Albuquerque, New Mexico, that “It seems wise at this
time to take advantage of the authority granted by the appropria-
tion bill and to endeavor as far as possible to fully stock the Wichita
Game Preserve with various game animals, which in all probability
will succeed and establish themselves within the game preserve.”45

By the end of 1910, as Edward Preble was conducting his study of
the elk problem in Jackson Hole, the Department of Agriculture
created a plan to transplant surplus elk to the Wichita Mountains
and other game preserves, and officials were confident that success
would come in 1911. As Earle Clapp wrote to Frank Rush, “It is a
source of gratification to every one in the office as I am sure it will
be to you, to know that there is an opportunity for getting some elk
for the Wichita.”46

Rush, supportive of the idea from the start, recognized that the
arrival of elk would fulfill the importance of the Wichita refuge as a
true game preserve. Bison already roamed the buffalo pasture, as
did pronghorns, and he replied to Clapp, “The Wichita Mountains is
the natural home of the elk, and there is no reason why they should
not do well here.”47 By bringing elk back to the Wichita Mountains,
Rush could reestablish a frontier landscape, albeit one without
predators and varmints. He would also restore balance to the region
by bringing the animal back to an area that it once inhabited.48 Fi-
nally, the reintroduction of elk would make the Wichita Mountains
even more appealing to those who enjoyed outdoor recreation and
wished to see the animals in a natural setting. “[W]e could have no
animal that would be appreciated more than the elk would be at
this time,” Rush wrote. He asked for fifteen elk from Jackson Hole,
four bulls and eleven cows, which would give the game preserve six-
teen animals total, counting the bull elk already residing in the buf-
falo pasture.49

By February 1911 Frank Rush expressed little faith in the contri-
butions of the State Elks Association toward the elk relocation ef-
fort. Having talked or corresponded with a number of Elks mem-
bers in Oklahoma, Rush wrote to Clapp that he had “very little if
any hope of any thing being done on the part of the [E]lks lodges to-
ward establishing a herd on the Wichita Game Preserve.” He went
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on to write, “I believe the Forest Service should take the necessary
steps at once to place some elk within this Game Preserve.”50 The
contribution of the State Elks Association failed to meet Rush’s ex-
pectations. He had asked the association to pay for the transport of
the animals from Jackson Hole to St. Anthony. The best the associa-
tion would do, and this was perhaps because of their disappoint-
ment in not being able to own the animals they were donating to
the game preserve, was to furnish a railroad car to transport eleven
elk from Idaho to Oklahoma.51

Frank Rush was likely even more disappointed when the Wichita
Game Preserve received only five elk from Jackson Hole in the spring of
1911. Lack of facilities and transportation problems explain why the
preserve received such a small number of elk. Edward Preble, the fed-
eral official sent to study the elk problem in Jackson Hole, was behind
these initial elk relocation efforts. He noted, “The facilities for transpor-
tation were not extensive, and the number captured, therefore, was nec-
essarily limited by the accommodations at our disposal.”52 Preble and
Wyoming game officials relied on local ranchers to provide a corral in
which to bait and capture the animals. Moreover, no railroads reached
Jackson Hole. The closest railroad depot was in St. Anthony, Idaho,
which was seventy-five miles away. Preble and the elk had to travel
westward through the Teton Range via Teton Pass, a two-thousand-foot
climb above the basin floor. As if this was not enough, the relocation
process took place in the early spring when the roads were at their
muddiest and there was still snow on top of Teton Pass.53

Regardless of the difficulties involved, Preble selected twelve elk
from a herd feeding in the southern part of Jackson Hole. On April
12, 1911, they headed toward the railroad depot at St. Anthony, the
elk destined for either the Wichita Game Preserve or the National
Bison Range in northwest Montana. Three to five elk were loaded
onto each wagon. Boards covered the entire wagon bed so the ani-
mals could not see out. Hay was provided for them morning and
night, with water offered three times a day. Preble noted, “They
readily took both food and water and were given as much of both as
they wanted.”54 Since the party encountered snow on both the val-
ley floor and Teton Pass, the wagons were placed on runners in-
stead of wheels, which actually made travel much easier than if
they would have had to deal with muddy roads. The group struggled
through snowstorms and cold temperatures on top of Teton Pass yet
lost none of the animals, a fact in which Preble took pride. Near Vic-
tor, Idaho, on the western side of the Tetons, the party reached bare
ground and changed the wagonloads from runners to wheels. Amaz-
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The photographs on this page are of elk just after arrival at
the Wichita refuge. They are likely from the 1912 release. Upon
close inspection, bull elk with sawed-off antlers can be found
in both photographs. Officials did this to lessen the possibility
that the animals might injure themselves or others during the
relocation process. The antlers would grow back once the ani-
mal was established in its new habitat (photographs courtesy
of the Wichita Mountains National Wildlife Refuge).



ingly, “This was done by lifting the wagon bed and racks by means
of a derrick, without removing the animals.”55 Upon arrival at St.
Anthony on April 19, 1911, seven elk were shipped via rail to the
National Bison Range, a journey of more than 350 miles, while the
other five animals endured a journey of more than 1,300 miles from
Idaho to Cache, Oklahoma. They arrived in Oklahoma on April 23
in good shape and were held close to headquarters for a few days
until Rush determined they were “fully able to take care of them
selves out in the buffalo pasture.”56

With the successful arrival of elk at the National Bison Range
and Wichita Game Preserve, Edward Preble claimed, “[T]he project
of reestablishing the species in these depleted localities has been
successfully inaugurated.”57 Indeed, the successful transplant of
Rocky Mountain elk from Jackson Hole to these two areas in 1911
prompted expanded efforts to relocate Wyoming elk to a variety of
national forests, wildlife refuges, and other areas. The elk distribu-
tion project also promised a temporary solution to the elk problem
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One bull and four cow elk grazing in the buffalo pasture (pho-
tograph courtesy of the Wichita Mountains National Wildlife
Refuge).



in Jackson Hole. The Wichita Game Preserve participated in an-
other elk transfer in 1912. Frank Rush himself went to St. Anthony
in February of that year to supervise the shipment of Rocky Moun-
tain elk to Oklahoma, bringing back fifteen young animals—three
males and twelve females.58 The small herd would increase to 125
head by 1922.59

Between 1910 and 1920 alone more than three thousand Rocky
Mountain elk from Yellowstone National Park or Jackson Hole relo-
cated to national forest game preserves, wildlife refuges adminis-
tered by the Biological Survey, private game farms, and zoos across
the country. In 1911, as Jackson Hole elk travelled to Montana and
Oklahoma, approximately one hundred elk from Yellowstone Na-
tional Park moved to the Black Hills, the product of a joint effort
among the game management agencies of South Dakota and Wyo-
ming and U.S. Army officials in Yellowstone. Subsequent releases
were made between 1912 and 1919, resulting in two hundred Rocky
Mountain elk living in the Black Hills by the end of the decade. By
1928 the herd numbered one thousand head, and in response to
complaints of crop depredations from nearby farmers, state officials
organized an elk hunting season that fall.60 Elk reintroductions
also proved successful in the mountain ranges of Colorado. In 1910
the U.S. Forest Service estimated that less than one thousand elk
inhabited the state. Between 1912 and 1928 fourteen separate
transplants of elk from Yellowstone National Park, comprised of
350 head altogether, supplemented the declining herds in Colo-
rado.61

By 1919 federal officials estimated the elk in the United States to
number around seventy thousand, an improvement from Seton’s
approximation of 45,650 head in 1907. The relocation of Rocky
Mountain elk from northwest Wyoming to areas throughout the
country, including the Wichita National Forest and Game Preserve,
was the primary reason behind this increase in population. For the
most part, elk reintroductions during this period fared better in the
West than in the East for a number of reasons. One was climate, as
elk originally from Yellowstone or Jackson Hole faced fewer
changes in temperatures or conditions if they were released in the
mountains of Colorado, California, New Mexico, or Montana. In con-
trast, elk transplants failed in Alabama and Louisiana during this
period because the animals struggled to adapt to the warmer, more
humid climate.62 Elk relocations were also more successful in the
West because of the plentiful amount of public land. Elk were often
released in forest game preserves or other areas with plenty of
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space for the herd to expand without any threat from hunters. The
combination of public lands, strict hunting regulations, and the lack
of natural predators allowed many western elk herds to grow
quickly following their relocation, including in the Wichita pre-
serve.63

Theodore S. Palmer, chief of the Bureau of Biological Survey, ar-
gued in 1922, “No field of conservation is more important than the
restoration of game in regions where it has been reduced to the van-
ishing point or completely exterminated.”64 He considered the most
successful example of these restocking experiments to be the trans-
plant of elk from northwest Wyoming to various points throughout
the country. In some circumstances, these elk augmented dwindling
herds, such as in Colorado. In other cases, Wyoming elk reestab-
lished herds in areas where the species was previously extinct, such
as in the Black Hills and Wichita Mountains.

Federal conservation officials, state game wardens, and many
others concerned with the plight of Rocky Mountain elk found the
distribution project appealing for a variety of reasons. First, it
promised to moderate the growing elk herds in northwest Wyoming.
Moreover, many people believed that elk were near extinction and
required more refuges. Conservation officials, sportsmen, and all
others interested in wildlife did not want Rocky Mountain elk to go
the way of the bison or the passenger pigeon. Finally, in expressing
their favor to transplant Rocky Mountain elk from northwest Wyo-
ming, conservationists revealed their reluctance to kill surplus ani-
mals. Managers and sportsmen were not necessarily worried about
the potential bad press that organized hunts might bring. More im-
portant was the lack of scientific support behind such an idea. Con-
temporaries with a control mentality who were behind protecting
the elk and maintaining population sizes did not consider notions of
purposefully killing surplus elk numbers at this time. The princi-
ples of game management, particularly the idea that humans could
manipulate game numbers much like a forester could grow and har-
vest trees, had not yet coalesced during the opening decades of the
twentieth century. In fact, the publication of Aldo Leopold’s Game
Management, the seminal text in the field, did not come until
1933.65

Even the science of animal ecology was in its infancy while fed-
eral conservationists, game wardens, sportsmen, and locals grap-
pled with the elk problem in northwest Wyoming.66 Managers
deemed many elk transplants successful because the animals in-
creased in number. As many soon discovered, though, more was in-
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volved with game management than just the stimulation of herd
growth. The elk distribution project revealed to conservation offi-
cials and sportsmen a nature characterized not by stability, but by
unpredictable change. By 1922 officials on the game preserve recog-
nized the need to develop a program to dispose of surplus elk.67 Fur-
thermore, elk transplants did not alleviate the elk problem in Jack-
son Hole. Elk in northwest Wyoming continued to starve during the
winters, even with the creation of the National Elk Refuge in Jack-
son Hole in 1912.68

Oklahomans, meanwhile, did not celebrate the arrival of the elk
as they did the bison. The transport of bison to Oklahoma in 1907
gained attention in the national and local presses. Yet, the Daily
Oklahoman, the state’s major newspaper, did not print one word
about the arrival of Rocky Mountain elk to the Wichita refuge in
1911 or 1912.69 Bison and elk were quite similar in the eyes of con-
servationists, however. They saw both species as monuments of
America’s frontier past, with the bison associated with the Great
Plains while the elk were often portrayed as monarchs of the moun-
tains.70 As a result, both animals were commodities defined by their
association with the frontier and their value to sportsmen. Yet, the
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Despite the success of the elk relocation program, Oklahomans did not
embrace the elk as a symbol like they did the bison (Chester R. Cowen
Collection [19687.TO.M002.61.2.10], OHS Research Division).



comparisons between efforts to preserve the two species end here.
First, the need to preserve the elk through relocation came from the
fact that there were too many of them in one area: northwest Wyo-
ming. Furthermore, the reintroduction of elk to the Wichita pre-
serve, as well as to a variety of other forest game preserves in the
West, satisfied the desires of Forest Service officials to assert
themselves in the preservation of America’s remaining wildlife.
The Forest Service competed with the Bureau of Biological Sur-
vey in wildlife conservation during the early twentieth century.
While the Biological Survey administered many wildlife refuges
in the United States, the Forest Service retained jurisdiction over
game preserves within the national forests, including the Wich-
ita preserve, until 1935 when jurisdiction over the preserve
transferred to the Bureau of Biological Survey and, after 1939, to
the Fish and Wildlife Service within the Department of Interior.
As correspondence among Forest Service officials regarding the
reintroduction of elk to the game preserve shows, the elk distri-
bution project provided the federal agency an opportunity to ex-
pand its role in the propagation of wildlife and the promotion of
outdoor recreation in the forest lands.71

If one person should receive credit for initiating the reintroduc-
tion of elk to the Wichita Game Preserve it would be Frank Rush.
Rush became supervisor of the Wichita National Forest and Game
Preserve in 1907 and oversaw the completion of the buffalo pasture
fence and the arrival of bison that fall. More important, Rush be-
lieved that the coming of bison was just the first step if the Wichita
Mountains wanted to be considered a legitimate game preserve. He
saw the game preserve as a working landscape for multiple species
of big game, and during his time as supervisor, he worked hard to
bring in other species besides bison. Consequently, he personally
brought elk back to the Wichita refuge in 1912, and he supported
the transplant of pronghorn to the preserve during this same pe-
riod.72

The reintroduction of elk to the Wichita preserve also shows that
efficiency was not the only important philosophy of the Progressive
conservation movement. The traditional story of wildlife conserva-
tion in national forests, for example, involved the extermination of
predators by forest officials in order to improve relations with
ranchers and to make livestock grazing more efficient.73 Too little
attention has been paid, however, to the importance of esthetics in
national forest management. The perception of elk as monarchs of
the mountains proved vital in their preservation and distribution
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during the early twentieth century. Elk were no longer commodities
because of their hindquarters, antlers, or tusks. The elk relocated to
the Wichita Mountains were commodities as tourist attractions, not
only to those who expressed anxiety over America’s disappearing
frontier but also to those who enjoyed viewing wildlife in a natural
setting. In time, the elk of the Wichita Mountains would also pro-
vide a challenging target for Oklahoma sportsmen.

In sum, the reintroduction of elk to the Wichita Mountains repre-
sents a conservation success story. These elk returned to an area
from which their species was previously extinct. The reasons be-
hind their reintroduction, however, were anthropocentric. Big game
remained a commodity in the early twentieth century, but no longer
just for their meat and hides. Many people simply enjoyed viewing
the animals. By 1925, for example, a forest official on the Wichita
preserve noted that the elk and bison herds in the buffalo pasture
never ceased “to draw crowds.”74 The reintroduction of elk to the
game preserve was also the product of cooperation between local or-
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Two young bull elk squaring off in the Wichita Mountains
(photograph courtesy of the Wichita Mountains National Wildlife
Refuge).



ganizations, state officials, and federal conservationists. After all,
the State Elks Association of Oklahoma donated these elk to the
Wichita Game Preserve. Furthermore, these elk would never have
arrived if Jackson Hole ranchers had not agreed to help Edward
Preble capture and transport the animals. In other words, those five
elk that endured the long journey from Jackson Hole to the Wichita
Mountains in April 1911, and the elk distribution project as a
whole, can be instructive about wildlife conservation in the early
twentieth century.
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