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T

ony Schoonen’s boyhood
experiences shaped a
conservation consciousness that in
turn shaped today’s extraordinary
public access to Montana
experiences coveted by hunters
DQGDQJOHUVWKHZRUOGRYHU
Tony was a resident of the
Montana State Orphanage in
Twin Bridges nearly from birth to
DERXW\HDUVRIDJH$VZDVWKH
FXVWRPLQWKHVORFDOUDQFK
folks would take in kids from the
RUSKDQDJH,WZDV7RQ\¶VJRRGOXFN
to live on the Seidensticker Ranch
where the family raised him as
WKHLURZQ
When he was done with chores
he roamed the Big Hole ranch
with the single-shot shotgun and
springer spaniel gifted to him by
KLVUDQFKIDPLO\
7KHVHH[SHULHQFHV±DQGRQH
FULWLFDOPRPHQW±VHWLQPRWLRQD
love of the outdoors and a life of
FRQVHUYDWLRQDFWLYLVP
The moment came in the late
VXSRQUHWXUQLQJWRWKH
ranch from two years of service
LQWKH86$UP\6\OYHVWHU³6LY´
Seidensticker, the ranch patriarch,
had used heavy machinery to
channel Big Hole River water to
LUULJDWLRQFDQDOV
The backhoed channel moved
LUULJDWLRQZDWHUḢFLHQWO\EXWLW
gnawed at Tony as much as the
ODQG7KHSUDFWLFHVHHPHGWRNQRFN
WKHUDQFK±ZKLFK6LYZRUNHGWR
LPSURYHIRUOLYHVWRFNDQGZLOGOLIH±
R̆NLOWHU

For Tony, mulling over
the imbalance led to a new
FRQVHUYDWLRQFRQVFLRXVQHVV
In time, Tony would recognize that
his caretaker, who he held in the
highest regard, had turned toward
ḢFLHQF\EXWWKHXQLQWHQGHG
consequence degraded the river
DQGLWVDVVRFLDWHG¿VKDQGZLOGOLIH
KDELWDW
Multiply that imbalance by the
probable scores of others and Tony
KDGKLVOLIH¶VZRUNFXWRXWIRUKLP
$IWHUHDUQLQJKLVPDVWHU¶VGHJUHH
from the University of MontanaWestern, Tony began a 30-year
career as a teacher and principal
that took him to Cardwell,
:KLWHKDOODQG%XWWH%\WKHHDUO\
VKLVZDVDIDPLOLDUIDFHDWWKH
0RQWDQD/HJLVODWXUH
7KH\HDUVDZWKHSDVVDJH
of a law Tony championed to
require highway construction to
follow strict guidelines to protect
VWUHDPV,QDQHZVWDWHODZ
ensured that streambeds would be
protected and rivers wouldn’t be
GLYHUWHGE\FRQVWUXFWLRQDFWLYLWLHV
More than 20 years later, Tony and
the Montana Coalition for Stream
$FFHVVSUHYDLOHGLQWZR86
'LVWULFW&RXUWGHFLVLRQVDQGWZR
Montana Supreme Court decisions
giving the public access to rivers
and streams below the high water
PDUN
Consider, though, Tony’s signature
political activities were aimed at
recognizing and maintaining the
public’s right to use and conserve
0RQWDQD¶VQDWXUDOUHVRXUFHV,I\RX
KXQWRU¿VKRUKLNHRQVFKRROWUXVW
lands, or if you access a favorite
stream at the public right of way at
DEULGJH\RXKDYH7RQ\WRWKDQN

