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B&C Member Spotlight - John F. Lacey,  
Conservation’s Most Unsung Hero 
B y  PJ D elH om m e 

 
I n a  s peech prom oting pa s s a ge of the La cey  Act of 1 9 0 0 ,  La cey  told C ongres s  tha t,  “ I  hav e a lwa y s  
been a  lov er  of the birds ,  a nd I  hav e a lwa y s  been a  hunter  a s  well,  for  toda y  there is  no fr iend tha t 
the birds  ha v e lik e  the true s ports m a n—the m a n who enj oy s  legitim a te s port. ”  

 
No la wm a k er  to wa lk  the ha lls  of C ongr es s  has  done m or e for  wildlife  tha n John F.  
La cey ,  a  m em ber  of the B oone a nd C r ock ett C lub fr om  1 8 9 8  until his  dea th in 1 9 1 3 .  
His  na m e is  a tta ched to the m os t im por ta nt pieces  of cons er v ation legis la tion of our  
na tion.  
 
Hundreds  of books  ha ve been written a bout T heodore  R oos evelt.  G eor ge B ird 
G r innell ha s  a  few biogr a phies  him s elf,  plus  a  m elting glacier  nam ed a fter  him .  G iffor d 
Pinchot’ s  nam e is  a ttached to an entire  na tiona l fores t in Nor th C ar olina .  And then 
there ’ s  John F.  La cey ,  a  congr es s m an fr om  I owa who ha s  a  few pieces  of legis lation 
with his  nam e on it.  T o be fa ir ,  John F.  La cey s hould ha ve s om ething a k in to the Lincoln 
Mem oria l becaus e of his  cons er va tion effor ts .  Yes ,  tha t’ s  a  bold s ta tem ent.  Allow us  to 
ex pla in.   

John F.  Lacey gr ew up in wha t is  now W es t V ir ginia  and then m oved to I owa with his  
fam ily  in 1 8 5 5 .  I n his  y outh he attended no fancy E as t C oa s t boar ding s chools ,  ins tead 
being taught to read and write  a t hom e by  his  m other .  He ea rned m oney as  a  
pa perboy .  He joined the Union Arm y at the  outbrea k  of the Civ il W a r ,  and by 1 8 6 5 ,  he 
had wor ked his  wa y up the rank s  to Ma jor .  He s tudied la w in the  evenings ,  got m arr ied,  
a nd had two daughters  who s ur vived pa s t infa ncy .  He becam e a  la wy er for  the  r a ilr oa d 
a nd tr a veled a cr os s  the  W es t’ s  changing la nds ca pe.  He fell in love with the  wildlife and 
des pis ed the wa y  in which it was  being s ys tem a tica lly  ex term inated.  Lacey  wa s  a  
s por ts m an and becam e a  m em ber of the  B oone and C rockett Club in 1 8 9 8 .  W hy  does  
a ll of this  even m atter?   
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I t m a tters  becaus e ,  by a ll accounts ,  La cey  wa s  an or dina r y m an who accom plis hed 
ex tr a or dina r y things .  T his  is  m a de a ll the  m ore  obvious  a s  his  tenur e as  a  U. S .  
C ongres s m a n fr om  1 8 8 9  until 1 9 0 7 .  La cey  wa s  an e ight- term  R epublica n C ongr es s m an 
fr om  I owa’ s  6 th congr es s ional dis tr ict.  During that tim e,  he  would becom e k nown a s  
the  “ fa ther of cons er va tion legis la tion. ”   

 
C ongres s m a n John F.  La cey ,  s ea ted a t r ight,  in his  W a s hington,  D . C .  office  in the la te  1 8 9 0 's  with 
s om e of his  s ta ff m em bers .   

 
Lacey  is  bes t known for  the Lacey Act of 1 9 0 0 ,  but his  influence and nam e is  on a  
num ber of landm ar k  pieces  of cons er va tion legis la tion.  La wm a k ers  both pas t and 
pres ent will like ly  never  m a tch the s heer influence tha t one m a n ha d on our  nation’ s  
r es ources .   

 

F o r e s t  R e s e r v e  A c t  o f  1 8 9 1 —P r e c u r s o r  t o  O u r  N a t i o n a l  F o r e s ts   
 
Jus t two yea rs  a fter  being elected to the  Hous e of R epr es entatives ,  Lacey  wa s  bus y 
dr afting and prom oting a  la w that would give the Pres ident of the United S tates  
a uthority  to cr ea te  for es t r es er ves ,  which we now call nationa l fores ts .  T his  legis lation 
goes  by  a  num ber of nam es  including the G eneral R evis ion Act,  the  Fores t R es er ve Act 
of 1 8 9 1 ,  a nd the Cr ea tive Act.  T he la w was  a  dir ect r es pons e to the  s ys tem atic 
ex ploita tion of tim ber and m inera ls  on public land by pr iva te  interes ts .  T his  la w helped 
la y the gr oundwor k  for m uch of the  futur e cons er va tion legis la tion tha t would ha ve 
Lacey ’ s  nam e a ttached to it.  For  ins tance,  only  a  m onth a fter  pas s ing the act,  Pr es ident 
B enjam in Ha rris on crea ted the Yellows tone Par k  T im berland R es er ve  a r ound 
Yellows tone Na tional Par k ,  which des pera te ly  needed s om e s ort of pr otective  buffer .  
Lacey  wa s  jus t getting warm ed up.  He would hit his  tr ue s tr ide  in s er vice as  cha ir  of the  
Hous e C om m ittee on Public Lands  fr om  1 8 9 5  to 1 9 0 7 .  
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Ma p indica ting the newly  crea ted Yellows tone Pa rk  T im ber La nd R es erv e,  1 8 9 2 .  

L a c e y  A c t  o f  1 8 9 4 —P r o t e c t i n g  Y e l l o w s t o n e   
 
Lacey  wa s  a  lover  of wildlife  a nd wild places ,  and Yellows tone Na tional Par k  wa s  one of 
his  fa vorites .  He a ls o knew how im portant the pa r k  was  in tea ching the public at lar ge 
a bout thes e  wild pla ces  a nd the need to pr otect them .  “ T he Yellows tone Park  is  a  great 
educa tor  a long the line of pr otection of wild life , ”  he  wr ote in an ar ticle publis hed in 
the  B os ton E vening T r ans cr ipt.  “ T he thous ands  of touris ts  who vis it the  wonder la nd 
v iew the confiding and tam e cr ea tur es  there  with as  m uch pleas ure  a s  they  look  upon 
the periodic dis pla y  of the Old Fa ithful gey s er . ”   

W hen Yellows tone was  es ta blis hed a s  a  nationa l par k  in 1 8 7 2  by  Pres ident G r ant,  it wa s  
in nam e only .  T he new legis la tion cr eating the pa r k  ha d no la ws  to protect the  
lands ca pe or the  a nim als  in it.  La cey  changed that by  s pons oring legis lation tha t ga ve 
the  governm ent the  author ity  to arr es t and pr os ecute  poachers  hellbent on des tr oy ing 
the a rea ’ s  wildlife as  well as  s tea ling and defa cing the pa r k ’ s  unique r es our ces .  I n 
1 8 9 4 ,  Pres ident C leveland s igned the firs t Lacey Act into la w.   

T his  legis la tion would becom e the firs t la w es tablis hing definitive  nationa l par k  
m ana gem ent r ules ,  and it wa s  a ls o the  firs t federa l wildlife  protection la w.  I n a ddition,  
it increas ed the s ize of the  park  by 3 , 3 4 4  s quar e m iles .  T he act not only  pr ovided lega l 
definitions  for  wha t a  na tional par k  s hould be—definitions  tha t ha d not pr evious ly  
ex is ted—but a ls o becam e the benchm a r k doctr ine  for la ws  and policies  when the 
National Par k  S er v ice  was  es tablis hed in 1 9 1 6 .  I t was ,  a nd s till is ,  cons ider ed landm ar k  
legis la tion.  

Unders tanda bly ,  Lacey  wa s  pr oud of his  achievem ent.  “ T he code of laws  for the  
pr otection of Yellows tone Nationa l Pa rk ,  I  ha d the pleas ure of dr a wing,  a lthough the 
pa r k  ha d been in ex is tence m any  years  pra ctica lly  under no la w as  to deta ils  of 
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m ana gem ent, ”  he  wr ote in a  letter  to W .  B .  Merchon.  W hile  this  would be the firs t piece 
of legis la tion a ttached dir ectly  to La cey ’ s  nam e,  it would not be the  la w for which he 
would becom e m os t fam ous .  T ha t would com e s ix  year s  la ter .   

 
Neither  the ongoing pres ence of the U. S .  Am y  nor  the pa s s a ge of the Pa rk  Protection Act of 1 8 9 4  put 
a n im m edia te  s top to the illega l ta k e of wildlife  within Yellows tone.  Here m ilita ry  officers  a t Fort 
Yellows tone pos e with s ev en s ev ered bis on hea ds  confis ca ted from  poa chers .  

L a c e y  A c t  o f  1 9 0 0 —E l i m i n a t i o n  o f  M a r k e t  H u n t i n g   
 
For  the  recor d,  C ongres s m an Lacey wa s  not big on fa s hion,  es pecia lly  when being 
fas hionable m ea nt wiping out entire  s pecies  of bir ds .  He wa s  a  m an on a  m is s ion to 
br ing cons er va tion to the m as s es .  I n doing s o,  he declared war  on la dies ’  fa s hion,  
nam ely  their  fa ncy  ha ts  of the da y .  T hos e hats  were  fes tooned with the fea thers  of 
ex otic birds ,  which were being s la ughtered by the r a ilcar  to fuel this  fa s hion cra ze .   

“ T o k now our  bir ds  of s ong is  to lov e  a ll bir ds .  For tuna te indeed wer e the 
bir ds  who s a ng to John F.  La cey ,  dur ing his  boy hood a nd his  y oung 
m a nhood. ”  — W illia m  T .  H orna da y  

I ndiv idua l s tates  knew tha t s om e of their  bir d populations  wer e being s laughter ed a nd 
created la ws  to cur b the s la ughter .  T he s ta tes  could not pr event the birds  from  being 
s hipped a nd s old to other s ta tes  where  the s a le of the  fea thers  was  legal.  And this  is  
where  federa l legis la tion wa s  needed to pr event the s a le and tr ans por t of wildlife  ta ken 
illegally  e ls ewher e .   

I n 1 9 0 0 ,  Lacey  deliver ed a  s peech to the  Lea gue of Am erica n S por ts m en lam enting the 
los s  of the  nation’ s  fores t,  bir ds ,  e lk ,  and bis on.  “ B ut you invited m e es pecia lly  to 
ex pla in the  na ture  and s cope of a  bill intr oduced by m e in the  Hous e of 
R epres enta tives , ”  Lacey ex pla ined,  “ to give na tional as s is tance to the  pres er va tion of 
what r em a ins  of our bir ds  and beas ts . ”  T he bill Lacey  referenced would a llow the 
D epar tm ent of Agricultur e to pr ohibit the  tr ans por ta tion acr os s  s ta te lines  of gam e 
k illed in viola tion of local la ws .  I n other  wor ds ,  his  bill would pr ohibit tr ade in wildlife ,  
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fis h,  and plants  that ha ve been illega lly  ta ken,  pos s es s ed,  tra ns por ted or  s old.  T he law 
would es s entia lly  outla w the dis as tr ous  pra ctice of m a r ket hunting.   

 
A photo from  1 8 9 9  s howing the s la ughter  of big- ga m e s pecie s  for  m ea t,  hides ,  a nd hea ds .  T he La cey  
Act of 1 9 0 0  a im ed to put a  ha lt to the des truction.  

Lacey  introduced his  bill in the  s pr ing of 1 9 0 0 .  B y Ma y  2 5  it ha d pas s ed both hous es  of 
C ongres s  and was  s igned into la w by  Pres ident McK inley .  I t was  cer ta inly  a  win for fis h 
a nd wildlife cons er va tion,  but it wa s n’ t bulletpr oof.  T he Lacey Act of 1 9 0 0  was  a  s olid 
legis la tional foundation on which new la ws  could be built,  nam ely the W eek s - McLea n 
La w of 1 9 1 3  a nd the Migr ator y B ir d T reaty  Act in 1 9 1 3 .   

T h e  A n t i q u i t i e s  A c t  o f  1 9 0 6 —N a t io n a l  P a r k s ’  S e c r e t  W e a p o n   

D es pite  the ra ther una s s um ing nam e,  the  Antiquities  Act has  been a  s ecret of 
cons er va tion- m inded U. S .  pres idents  ever s ince  it was  crea ted—thanks  in lar ge par t to 
John F.  Lacey ,  of cours e .   

Jus t as  the  na tion’ s  wildlife res ources  were being plundered a t the  turn of the  twentieth 
centur y ,  s o too were  the pr ehis toric Na tive Am erica n r uins  in the  S outhwes t.  And jus t 
a s  the r a ilr oad br ought m ar ket hunters  with their  S har ps  r ifles  to the Am erica n W es t,  
they  br ought to the  Am er ican S outhwes t treas ure hunter s  look ing to loot artifacts  fr om  
prehis tor ic Na tive Am erican s ites .   

T he Antiquities  Act a im ed to not jus t pr otect the ar tifa cts  fr om  private interes ts ,  but it 
a ls o s ought to pr otect the lands  on which thos e ar tifa cts  were  found.  T here  had been 
previous  a ttem pts  to pa s s  s uch a  la w,  which began in ea rnes t with four a ntiquities  bills ,  
a ccording to a  pa per publis hed by  R ichar d W es t S e llars .  W ith La cey ’ s  influence as  chair  
of the Hous e C om m ittee on Public Lands  and his  powers  of legis lative  pers ua s ion,  the  
congres s m an would s hepher d his  ver s ion of an a ntiquities  bill thr ough the legis la tive 
pr oces s .  T his  bill would a ls o be known as  yet another  Lacey  Act.  

“ T his  s ta tute becam e inform ally  k nown a s  the  ‘ Lacey Act’  ( not to be  confus ed with an 
ear lier  wildlife  a ct given the s am e des igna tion)  a s  a  tr ibute to the  cons er va tive  I owa  
R epublican who,  as  the influentia l cha ir  of the Hous e Com m ittee on Public Lands ,  had 
s teered the antiquities  bill s afe ly  thr ough C ongr es s  in the s pring of 1 9 0 6 , ”  wr ote  
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S ellars .  I t was  “ . . . one of the  true  corners tones  of Am er ican pr es er va tion a nd 
cons er va tion la w. ”  T he la w,  though,  ha d other  a pplica tions .   

I n his  book Am erican S ports m en and the Origins  of Cons er va tion,  author John F.  R e iger 
wr ites ,  “ Des igned or iginally  to pr otect s pectacula r ar cha eologica l s ites ,  like  Colora do's  

Mes a  Ver de a nd New Mex ico's  Cha co 
C any on,  fr om  being dam a ged by looter s  
s eeking va luable ar tifa cts  to s ell,  the  
la w quick ly  becam e an oppor tunity  for 
R oos evelt to s a ve other places  tha t 
a ppealed to his  aes thetic s ens ibilities .  
Applying the ‘ object of s cientific 
interes t’  claus e of the Antiquities  Act in 
the  br oa des t pos s ible fa s hion,  he  
pr ocla im ed the G ra nd Cany on National 
Monum ent in Arizona  in 1 9 0 8  a nd the 
Mount Oly m pus  Na tional Monum ent in 
W a s hington in 1 9 0 9 .  B oth would 
becom e the cor es  of gr ea t na tional 
pa r ks . ”   

 
C ol.  T heodore R oos ev elt’ s  pa rty  des cending 
B r ight Angel T ra il,  G ra nd C a ny on,  c.  1 9 1 1 .  He 
s igned La cey 's  Antiquities  Act into la w in 1 9 0 6 .  
I n 1 9 0 8 ,  he des igna ted the G ra nd C a ny on 
Na tiona l Monum ent,  which encom pa s s ed m ore 
tha n 8 0 0 , 0 0 0  a cres .  I t beca m e a  na tiona l park  
in 1 9 1 9 .  

I m m edia te ly  after  s igning the Antiquities  Act,  Pres ident R oos evelt us ed it 1 8  tim es  to 
es ta blis h na tional m onum ents .  S ince  then,  1 7  pres idents  ha ve us ed the Antiquities  Act 
m or e than 1 5 0  tim es  to es ta blis h or ex pa nd na tiona l m onum ents .  J im m y C ar ter us ed 
the pr ovis ions  of the la w to s et as ide 5 6  m illion acres  in Alas k a ,  which m ore than 
doubled the s ize of the na tional par k  s y s tem .  

 
T h e  L a c e y  A c t  o f  1 9 0 7 —T h e  F i n a l  A c t   
 
R unning for a  ninth term ,  C ongres s m an La cey  was  uns ea ted by  D em ocr at Da nie l W .  
Ham ilton in 1 9 0 6 .  And even though he los t his  s ea t,  Lacey was  s till pus hing legis lation 
until the bitter  end.  T his  pa r ticula r  Lacey  Act was  a ppr oved in a  lam e duck  s es s ion a fter  
his  defeat a nd s igned into la w in his  fina l week  in C ongres s .  T he act dealt with the wa y 
in which com m unally  owned trus t funds  could now be dis tr ibuted to indiv idual Na tive 
Am erican tr iba l m em bers .   
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F i n a l  P r a i s e   
 
I f y ou’ ve  m a de it this  fa r ,  y ou s hould be wondering why Lacey does n’ t ha ve a  na tional 
m onum ent or  holida y nam ed a fter  him .  T o be fa ir ,  there is  a  s ta te  par k  in I owa  nam ed 
in his  honor .  I n a ll hones ty ,  with wha t little  has  been written by  and a bout him ,  it’ s  
a ppa rent tha t he was n’ t look ing for fam e.  He was ,  though,  look ing out for a ll of us ,  
thos e  Am er ican citizens  who enjoy  the bounty  of our na tion’ s  wildlife and wild places .   

B ut don’ t jus t ta ke  our  wor d for it.  W e lea ve y ou with a  letter  fr om  Pr es ident R oos evelt 
wr itten to C ongres s m an Lacey on July  1 6 ,  1 9 0 6 .   

My  D ea r Mr.  La cey ,   

C erta in gentlem en interes ted in the preserv a tion of the fores ts  of this  country ,  and 
a ls o interested,  though to a  les s  degree,  in the pres erv a tion of the wild life  of the 
country ,  a nd the objects  of na tura l a nd his toric interes t which s hould be k ept 
unha rm ed for  the s a k e of thos e who com e a fter  us ,  ha v e written to m e ex pres s ing 
their  deep s ens e of obligation to y ou for  a ll tha t y ou ha ve done in C ongres s  to 
further  thes e m a tters .  T hey  ha v e s pok en to m e of pres enting s om e m em oria l to y ou 
s o tha t their  s ens e of a pprecia tion m ay  be put in perm a nent form .  I  do not k now 
whether this  will be done,  but I  sy m pa thize s o cordia lly  with their  feelings  tha t I  
des ire  to tak e a dv a nta ge of this  occa s ion to write  y ou a nd s a y  how m uch it m eans  to 
a ny  m a n who believ es  in ha rd,  intelligent,  a nd dis interes ted public s erv ice  to see 
s uch a  ca reer a s  y ours  ha s  been in C ongres s .  I t ha s  been m y  priv ilege to be closely  
a s s ocia ted with y ou a nd to wa tch the m a ny  different way s  in which,  without any  
hope or  ex pecta tion of pers ona l rewa rd,  y ou ha v e rendered efficient public s erv ice .  I  
giv e uttera nce to the feelings  of very  m a ny  m en when I  ex pres s  to y ou m y  cordia l 
tha nk s  a nd ex tend to y ou m y  ea rnes t good wis hes .  

— Pres ident R oos ev elt 

 
A photogra ph of 
C ongres s m a n John F.  
La cey  in T ex a s ,  
Augus t 1 9 0 6 .  

 

For  fur ther r ea ding,  
we highly  
r ecom m end y ou 
ta k e a  look  a t a  
com pila tion of John 
F.  La cey ’ s  
corres pondence,  
s peeches ,  and 
letters  in a  r ather  
hum ble docum ent 
titled s im ply Ma jor  
John F.  Lacey :  
Mem oria l Volum e.  
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