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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis examines the history of sea turtle conservation along Padre Island, 

specifically within Padre Island National Seashore. I trace the ecological and 

anthropogenic construction of the island and how sea turtles rose to become the icon of 

Padre Island National Seashore. The rise in sea turtle conservation on Padre Island 

occurred because of a major shift away from preserving landscapes for recreation toward 

scientific research for the protection and conservation of endangered species and their 

habitats. I argue that although federal and state officials fought for the preservation of 

Texas’ coast in the political arena, it was the naturalists, conservationists, and biologists 

who fought for the conservation of its wildlife. The advocacy of conservationists for 

better education about sea turtles along Padre Island resulted in their escalated status as a 

conservation icon and renewed attention among Texans for their natural heritage. This 

thesis shows the importance of Padre Island as a living landscape that adds to Texas’ 

identity. 

In this thesis I utilize the Ralph Yarborough, Anella Dexter, John Beasley, and 

Bob Eckhardt Collections at the Dolph Briscoe Center for American History in Austin, 

Texas. These paper collections consisted of several newspaper clippings, magazines, 

correspondence, and speeches related to the political and public debates surrounding the 

creation of Padre Island National Seashore between 1958 and 1975. This thesis also relies 

heavily on scientific literature, particularly focusing on the ecology of the island and the 

biology, conservation, and natural history of sea turtles in Texas waters. These sources 

have shaped this project into a comprehensive analysis of how and why sea turtles 

became a part of Texas’ coastal identity.    
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 

As a native Texan I was already familiar with images of Padre Island as a popular 

recreation spot and a place where you could go watch the rescued sea turtles be released 

back into the ocean. However, my first visit to Padre Island National Seashore was for 

the pursuit of this project. Driving down Park Road 22, I experienced only a fraction of 

the 113-mile-long barrier island firsthand. Vast amounts of grasses create a unique 

coastal prairie environment that stretches the entirety of the landscape surrounding the 

park road. After passing the park’s entrance, I continued for a couple more miles to 

where the open structure of the Malaquite Visitor Center sat high upon the dune 

ridgeline. Walking into the visitor center and gift shop I am immediately drawn to a wall 

display of books focusing on either the history of the island or sea turtles of the Gulf of 

Mexico. It was quite noticeable that the amount of sea turtle books certainly outweighed 

any others. There were even several children’s book educating its reader of the biology of 

sea turtles or how to be respectful if you came across one. Based on this wall alone, 

education is clearly an important focus at Padre Island, so that visitors might protect its 

most endangered part time resident. As I continued to move around the small gift shop 

more and more images of sea turtles caught my eye. Shelves full of shirts and hats 

embroidered with the outline of sea turtles. More coffee table books stacked high on 

tables throughout the room, enticing readers to discover the wonders of the national 

parks. Sea turtle plush toys were meticulously placed next to mugs with traces of the 

marine creature. They were represented everywhere. For me, it only confirmed that sea 

turtles were an iconic part of Padre Island’s identity. So how did such a unique marine 
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animal, that only comes ashore during times of nesting, rise to become the symbol of 

conservation for the Texas coast?  

Padre Island, located just off the southern coast of Texas, acts as a microcosm of 

the relationship between wilderness and anthropocentrism because of its reputation as a 

commodity through frequent treasure hunting, beachcombing, and vacationing. In 1962, 

authors Loraine Daly and Pat Reumert romantically describe Padre Island a place “where 

once roamed savages, cavaliers, pirates, soldiers, and pioneers, now rises—out of the 

dunes—an isle which every man has pictured for himself,” fully embodying the romance 

of the frontier.1 In same year Daly and Reumert wrote The Padre Island Story, 66 miles 

of undeveloped coastal land was designated as a national seashore by the National Park 

Service. The park set out to preserve “unspoiled” recreational space for the benefit of the 

people, as stated by Senator Ralph Yarborough. This largely stemmed from a renewed 

sense of American exceptionalism that drove to protect what was visibly beautiful about 

America for the enjoyment of future generations. After World War II, there was a spike 

in national park popularity and a push by the administration to go out and find new areas 

of pristine American wilderness, which only continued to justify further development 

with an added need to accommodate more visitors.2 The national parks hold significant 

value in the eyes of many Americans. 

Padre Island is one of 300 barrier islands in the United States and the largest, 

extending from Corpus Christi almost to Mexico. It is also an important nesting location 

for many migrating species, specifically marine birds and sea turtles. Sea turtles are one 

                                                
1 Loraine Daly and Pat Reumert, The Padre Island Story (San Antonio, TX: The Naylor Company, 1964).  
2 Richard Sellars, Preserving Nature in the National Parks: A History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1997) 181. 
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of the most iconic and popular animals found at Padre Island. Such species as green, 

loggerhead, hawksbill, leatherback, and Kemp’s Ridley are often sighted traveling to and 

from the island. However, early hunting and eating, overfishing, and bycatch has 

devastated their populations, threatening them with extinction. The endangerment of 

these species resulted in several national and international conservation projects for their 

preservation and recovery. Alongside the launch of the environmental movement, 

conservation biologists like Archie Carr played a key role in spearheading the 

development of a conservation movement through increasing awareness for a need to 

protect declining species of marine turtles. Subsequently, the sea turtle populations of the 

Gulf of Mexico have risen to symbolize the natural heritage of the state of Texas, national 

shoreline, and international cooperation within wildlife conservation and research. 

This study examines the history of sea turtle conservation along Padre Island, 

especially within Padre Island National Seashore. I show how the importance of Padre 

Island as a natural and cultural landscape shaped Texas’ natural heritage and identity.  In 

this thesis, I argue that Padre Island National Seashore is an important representation of 

overarching issues happening on a national scale regarding man’s relationship with 

wilderness and wildlife. Its development followed the pattern described by historian 

Richard Sellars in Preserving Nature in the National Parks, where recreational space was 

given priority over wildlife concerns among the early debates for the park’s 

establishment.3 However, I contend that at the time of Padre Island’s creation as a 

national seashore in 1962, the climate of changing public attitudes within the wide-spread 

American environmental movement contributed to the park execution of a rapid 

                                                
3 Sellars, Preserving Nature, 181. 
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transition to wildlife specific programs and early environmental awareness on a 

managerial level. Hence, the rise in sea turtle conservation on Padre Island occurred 

because of a major shift away from preserving landscapes for recreation toward scientific 

research for the protection and conservation of endangered species and their habitats. I 

also argue that although federal and state officials fought for the preservation of Texas’ 

coast in the political arena, it was the naturalists, conservationists, and biologists who 

fought for the conservation of its wildlife. Sea turtles then became a new icon of Padre 

Island National Seashore and reacquainted Texas and the nation with some of its natural 

heritage.  

In the first chapter I demonstrate Padre Island as a significant living landscape by 

looking at the geological, archeological and biological components of the island. 

Biological and geological studies showed significant biodiversity and dynamic 

environments, which distinguished Texas from other coastlines. The knowledgeable land 

use of the coastal Karankawa Indians and the establishment of the European cattle 

ranching and fishing industries illustrated the value of Padre Island as a cultural 

landscape, where wildlife and man interact.4 The interaction between nature and the 

surrounding cultures can define the ways in which conservation is viewed and 

implemented. In addition to reviewing Padre Island’s importance to Texas’ natural 

heritage, I will also focus specifically on the development of the Texas turtle industry and 

how it started a conversation among conservationists that the biodiversity of the Texas 

coast must be protected. Once these hybrid landscapes are discovered, there is always a 

                                                
4 United Nations Education, Scientific, and Cultural Organization, Revision of the Operational Guidelines 
for the Implementation of the World Heritage Convention Official Report (Paris, France: UNESCO, 1992).  
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scramble to claim ownership over the many resources they provide. This often leads to a 

destructive conflict between nature and commerce.    

The second chapter centers on the motivations behind the development of Padre 

Island National Seashore before its establishment in 1962. It follows the debated 

proposals made by Federal and State governmental officials like Senator Ralph 

Yarborough, Texas Land Commissioner Jerry Sadler, and Congressmen Joe Kilgore and 

John Young. This section analyzes how pioneer and frontier rhetoric is used to describe 

Padre Island and the proposed National Seashore among the various officials and local 

and state newspapers in order influence the public’s support. Expanding on Richard 

Sellars’ argument, I demonstrate that although park development did not consider 

wildlife protection as high of a priority as recreation and natural resource use, the 

national climate of the 1960s and 1970s greatly influenced the direction of the finalized 

Padre Island National Seashore and opened the door for serious sea turtle conservation 

programs.5  

The last chapter then highlights the efforts by naturalists, conservationists, and 

biologists across differing governmental agencies like US Fish and Wildlife Service, 

Texas Parks and Wildlife, National Marine Fisheries Service, National Park Service, and 

the Instituto Nacional de Pesca of Mexico in the materialization of sea turtle conservation 

along Padre Island National Seashore. In a similar way to historian Alison Rieser, I 

discuss how sea turtles reached an iconic status for the campaign to save the oceans 

during the 1980s.6 However, as Rieser chose to focus on the green turtle recovery plan, I 

                                                
5 Sellars, Preserving Nature, 181.  
6 Alison Rieser, The Case of the Green Turtle: An Uncensored History of a Conservation Icon (Baltimore, 
MD: The John Hopkins University Press, 2012). 
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focus more on the Kemp’s Ridley program, specifically on the Texas coast. Sea turtle 

conservation projects on Padre Island National Seashore like the “Kemp’s Ridley Sea 

Turtle Restoration and Enhancement Program” became an avenue for Texans to advocate 

for their natural heritage. Padre Island National Seashore then grew even further to 

become a leader in education and interpretation of Texas’ coastal landscape. Through 

continued sea turtle protection and education programs, Padre Island National Seashore 

staff reshaped what Texas’ natural heritage was and how it was perceived.    

 

Historiography 
Throughout environmental history there is a constant theme of failed attempts to 

correct the misuse of natural resources or the inevitable disappearance of the world’s 

wilderness and its inhabitants caused by our own doing. The National Park Service was 

created in 1916 with the purpose of properly managing federal lands set aside to preserve 

the nation’s natural and historic places for future generations to enjoy. Alfred Runte 

wrote one of the earliest works on the national parks and America’s long struggle 

between preservation and use in his work National Parks: The American Experience.7 

Runte traces the emergence of land preservation that developed out of a growing desire 

for public spaces for the enjoyment of the public. According the Runte, America’s 

Central Park “set a precedent for preservation in the common interest.”8 The idea of a city 

park led to the first real concepts of establishing refuges for the purpose of escaping the 

industrialization of civilization. “City dwellers wanted facilities for recreation, not scenic 

                                                
7 Alfred Runte, National Parks: The American Experience (Lincoln, Nebraska: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1979). 
8 Runte, National Parks, 4. 
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protection per se,” argues Runte.9 Writer George Chadwick, who linked the American 

public parks system to that of the English Landscape Movement in his book The Park 

and The Town, claimed that, 

parks were to have high moral value…that such a project, carefully planned and 
liberally and judicially carried out, would not only pay, in money, but largely 
civilize and refine the national character, foster the love of rural beauty, and 
increase the knowledge of and taste for rare and beautiful trees and plants.10  
 

Chadwick, similar to Runte, describes an important link between value and park spaces. 

Parks serve as a tool to showcase a nation’s character as upright, civilized, or exceptional.  

Although referring to parks placed in urban settings, such as New York’s Central Park, 

this mentality surrounding parks during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, would 

have certainly affected public sentiments on preserving national landscapes for the same 

patriotic reason.  

Early ideas about the American wilderness can be traced back to the Old and New 

World mentalities. According to Runte, early America “lacked an established past” 

compared to the Old World and immediately turned to “nature as proof of national 

greatness following American independence.”11 Americans essentially Americanized 

wilderness in their own minds, meaning that America wished to further distinguish itself 

in many difference facets, an obvious example would be government, and now the 

wilderness. It became an American asset that nationalists looked to in order to praise and 

distinguish their country. So here we see an early America associating wilderness with 

                                                
9 Ibid. 
10 George Chadwick, The Park and the Town: Public Landscape in the 19th and 20th Centuries (New York: 
Frederick A. Praeger Publishers, 1966).   
11 Runte, National Parks, 7&14. 
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nationalism or according to Runte, a lack thereof.12 Therefore, national parks “evolved to 

fulfill cultural rather than environmental needs,” writes Runte.13 Protection for the 

environment was the least of preservationists aims, it was the embarrassment for the lack 

of a cultural identity, one that European countries possessed. Characterizing wilderness 

with American nationalism will carry into the formation of the National Park Service and 

drive the creation of many parks throughout American landscapes. 

Yosemite Valley and the Sierra Redwoods were discovered in 1850 and 1851. 

These provided the first tangible “natural wonders” that gave the United States a “valid 

claim to cultural recognition,” argues Runte.14 The obsession with Yosemite Valley and 

the need to compare America’s newfound natural wonders to their European counterparts 

only emphasized cultural anxiety even further, especially among nationalists. In place of 

European castles, ruins, cities and churches the United States had “earth monuments.”15 

Furthermore, on June 30, 1864 President Abraham Lincoln signed the Yosemite Act 

making the Yosemite Valley into a park.16 However, Runte argues that “monumentalism, 

not environmentalism, was the driving [motivation]” behind the act.17 Monumental ideals 

and cultural anxieties continued into the 1870s with the establishment of Yellowstone 

National Park, which was the first to be officially named a national park. Yellowstone 

                                                
12 See also Henry Nash Smith, “The Frontier Hypothesis and the Myth of the West,” American Quarterly 2 
no. 9 (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1950) 3-11; Frederick Jackson Turner, “The 
Significance of the Frontier in American History,” Annual Report of American Historical Association 
(Chicago: American Historical Association, 1893) 197-227; Ruth Miller Elson, “Nature,” in Guardians of 
Tradition: American Schoolbooks of the Nineteenth Century (Lincoln, Nebraska: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1964); and Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 2014).   
13 Runte, National Parks, xii. 
14 Runte, National Parks, 19. 
15 Runte, National Parks, 23.  
16 https://www.nps.gov/yose/index.htm 
17 Runte, National Parks, 29 
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provided nationalists with yet another “semblance of antiquity” but the appreciation of 

nature itself was still lacking.18  

The way in which the United States determined what natural “monuments” would 

be protected and how they would be protected further expanded to consider economic 

needs in addition to the nation’s cultural needs. Runte suggests that it is only through the 

surplus of rugged, marginal land that enabled the country to ‘afford’ scenic 
protection; national parks, however spectacular from the standpoint of their 
topography, actually encompassed only those features considered valueless for 
lumbering, mining, grazing, or agriculture.19  
 

If scenic landscapes held any economic value then Congress greatly reconsidered its 

protection and preservation, therefore only out of useless land would national parks be set 

aside. Runte’s worthless land theory showcases that early rationale for preserving 

wilderness had very little to do with preserving actual wilderness and wildlife. There 

needed to be a mutual benefit, if the government was going to preserve portions of the 

country for the sake of wilderness. In the American mind there was a constant battle 

between industrial expansion and the preservation of America’s wilderness. The creation 

of the National Park Service in 1916 was seen by preservationists as the “best hope of 

guarding the parks against the changing whims and uncertainties of the political climate,” 

writes Runte.20 Early arguments defending the creation of the National Park Service 

focused on convincing Congress that the national parks could be seen as an economic 

resource while at the same time invoke feelings of nationalism. Therefore, intentions for 

new park were not in the interest of wilderness but with the hopes that parks would 

become a popular national vacation spot. 

                                                
18 Runte, National Parks, 41. 
19 Runte, National Parks, 49. 
20 Runte, National Parks, 103. 
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 As more preservationists recognized these places as the last relics of America’s 

past, concern for total conservation began to rise during the 1930s.21 Total conservation 

referred to the idea that the parks were living landscapes, therefore preservation should 

include the wildlife as much as the topography. Runte argues that the authorization of 

Florida’s Everglades National Park in 1934 demonstrated the ability to use wildlife as a 

justification for the determination of a national park and the potential for “the national 

park idea” to shift away from traditional principles.22 However, complete conservation of 

living landscape remained overshadowed by resource and utilitarian interests. Runte 

points out that although the Everglades National Park established a needed awareness of 

living landscapes, the creation of parks on an ecological framework proved to be less 

desirable for Congress. Thus Runte argues that the “future of the national parks was 

actually in the hands of Congress more than the Park Service.”23     

In order to understand the development and shift toward wildlife conservation, 

especially sea turtle conservation on Padre Island, it is important to trace the development 

of wildlife conservation based on scientific study within the National Park Service itself. 

Richard Sellars, who was a historian for the Parks Service for thirty-five years, discusses 

the internal structural concerns of the National Park Service in his work Preserving 

Nature in the National Parks.24 Sellars utilizes sources such as internal memoranda and 

reports, as well as the Service’s overall legislative and managerial history to trace how 

the importance of scientific knowledge changed over time for the National Park Service. 

                                                
21 Runte, National Parks, 107. 
22 Runte, National Parks, 137. 
23 Runte, National Parks, 153. 
24 Richard West Sellars. Preserving Nature in the National Parks: A History (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1997). 
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This particular work by Sellars builds on Runte’s analysis of the first national parks how 

the National Park Service saw its own paradigm shift from standards of recreation of the 

1930s to the new ecological standards of the 1960s. 

Although Sellars focuses on the internal workings of the National Parks Service 

as a whole, his research introduces similar questions regarding the absence of ecological 

concerns and wildlife biology in its management and creation of new parks, how tourism 

shapes the understanding of wilderness, and if civilization and wilderness can have a 

mutually beneficial relationship. It should be noted among the many debates that 

surrounded Padre Island National Seashore, that wildlife conservation is sparse until the 

1960s and 1970s. However, the park’s addition into the National Park System was during 

the start of the American environmental movement, which may have propelled the park’s 

participation in wildlife biology research and conservation quicker than previous parks. 

The rapid realization of the need for wildlife protection allowed for the attentive action 

by Padre Island National Seashore to improve sea turtle programs along the Texas coast.   

 Iconic landscapes symbolizing romantic ideals of nationalism is also where 

Sellars and Runte’s argument overlap. Sellars expands upon this idea further to argue that 

romanticized nationalism surrounding iconic landscapes allowed for national parks to 

maintain public support.  He writes how “preserving remnants of the wild landscapes of 

the frontier, the parks were from the beginning, a part of frontier history and romantic 

western lore.”25 The two types of management that defined the early National Park 

Service, according the Sellars, are tourist development and natural resource management. 

Tourism involved altering natural conditions to accommodate roads and trails while 

                                                
25 Sellars, Preserving Nature, 1. 
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natural resource management involved “direct, purposeful manipulation of natural 

elements.”26 These alterations of natural conditions are what led to the continuous debate 

about what exactly should be preserved within these parks—grandeur of “American 

Wilderness” or the species that inhabit it. Sellers criticizes the National Parks Service for 

dealing in what he calls “facade” management, meaning the “protecting and enhancing 

the scenic facade of nature for the public’s enjoyment, but with scant scientific 

knowledge and little concern for biological consequences.”27 Scenery had become the 

primary justification for the NPS to further pursue recreational tourism. By the time of 

the massive environmental movement of the 1960s and 1970s, criticism of the NPS 

increased however, the continued focus on aesthetic appearance remained simply due to 

the ease of management and consistent appeal to the public and to Congress, argues 

Sellers.  Persistent tension between national park management for aesthetics versus 

ecological purposes remained a theme throughout the Service’s history. “Although 

extensive in manipulation and intrusion took place in the parks, fundamentally the 

national park idea embraced the concept of nurturing and protecting nature—a 

remarkable reversal from the treatment of natural resources typical of the times,” reminds 

Sellars.28 It would be ignorant to discredit the influence and mild awareness that these 

parks propagated towards a form of nature conservation, even if it was with the intent of 

recreational or utilitarian use.  

The 1930s saw a rise and then decline of ecological thinking in the NPS. Wildlife 

biologists were notably a minority within the Service and advocated for “research-based 

                                                
26 Sellars, Preserving Nature, 4. 
27 Sellars, Preserving Nature, 4-5. 
28 Sellars, Preserving Nature, 27. 
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management of natural resources so as to leave the park’s condition as near to pristine as 

possible.”29 Finally, established scientific programs, under Horace Albright and Arno 

Cammerer, marked the first major management program in the history of the National 

Park Service to have started as a privately funded endeavor.30 Though 1933 the Wildlife 

Division was formally established, Sellars concludes that the parks service ultimately 

failed in “pursuing options presented by the Wildlife biologists in the 1930s,” leaving the 

Service still largely ignorant of its natural resources and unaware of the ecological 

consequences of park development and use.”31 

Early on it can be seen that species in danger of disappearing received little 

attention when it came to the establishment of most national parks. Furthermore, 

landscapes degradation received considerable focus because it was would negatively 

affect the aesthetic of recreation space. I am not suggesting that the NPS was completely 

apathetic toward natural habitats/environments and declining populations of wildlife. 

Instead, I argue that the early mission of the NPS was primarily to involve the public in 

the concern for American landscapes by participating in preserved recreational space. 

Secondly, the development of this type of preservation was due to the American 

perception of nature as described by Runte. Thus, Texas followed suit in the promotion of 

recreational tourism in its initial plans to create a park on Padre Island. However, Sellars’ 

work does not address places like Padre Island, which underwent consideration during 

these pivotal decades of the 1960s and 1970s. Padre Island National Seashore was 

heavily influenced by major changes occurring within the National Park Service, as 

                                                
29 Sellars, Preserving Nature, 93. 
30 Sellars, Preserving Nature, 94. 
31 Sellars, Preserving Nature, 148. 
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described by Sellars, and the nation due to the environmental movement. Therefore, 

Padre Island National Seashore is significant because it is a product of and reflects 

several of these larger issues and discussions.  

Although the previously discussed works are important foundational 

environmental histories and form the foundational methodology for this thesis, few works 

have applied it to the Texas coastal landscape. Robin Doughty’s Wildlife and Man in 

Texas provides one of the few compressive discourses on how early Texans interacted 

and viewed the various landscapes, including the coastal ones, and then how this 

interaction changed and affected later conservation practices in Texas. Through his 

argument, Texas has been painted as the embodiment of the frontier geographically and 

biologically. Doughty defines Texas as the “biological crossroads of North America,” 

invoking a type of Texas identity similar to Runte’s American one.32 One could take 

away from Doughty’s work that the diverse landscapes that make up this Texas frontier 

also created a distinct natural heritage. Doughty singles Texas out as having its own 

frontier within the greater national frontier, one which closely resembles Eden due to its 

diverse landscapes and wildlife.  

Texas followed a similar pattern to those perceived by Runte and Sellars, which 

later affected the motivations and driving forces behind the creation of Padre Island 

National Seashore. Texas’ early relationship to nature or “wilderness” began like most of 

the new territories obtained through westward expansion, with the conquering of untamed 

lands. The unfamiliar landscape and wildlife of Texas led many settlers to exploit its the 

natural resources, resulting in a steep decline of animal populations brought on by 

                                                
32 Robin, Doughty, Wildlife and Man in Texas: Environmental Change and Conservation (College Station, 
Texas: Texas A&M University Press, 1983), 3-9. 
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hunting. Doughty argues that settlers of Texas did begin to take notice of the 

disappearing wildlife after 1850. The newly developed awareness by some Texans is 

argued to be due to its distinguishable landscapes that were changed through human 

activity. He continued to argue that the fifty years following the Civil War were critical 

for Texas and the nation:  

Before the middle of the 19th century, descriptions of wildlife, particularly that of 
the unsettled places, had celebrated the abundance of different species…Hunting 
practices and campaigns to eliminate predator and vermin took a large toll of 
animals. Environmental change from planting new crops, felling woodlands, 
draining wetlands, and establishing industries in expanding settlements destroyed 
animal habitats.33 
 

The decline in animal populations in these remote places became a public concern as 

more and more people witnessed the draining populations of native wildlife, writes 

Doughty.34 It has been the topic of discussion among many environmental historians that 

early forms of conservation occurred among communities who did the hunting and 

fishing communities because they were out interacting with the environment.35 However, 

this limits the definition of conservation as only applying to specific groups of wildlife, 

whose designated purpose is to benefit mankind in a utilitarian way. This does not 

necessarily open any more doors in the way of conserving species who suffer from 

habitat loss or bycatch from the fishing industry.  

According to Doughty, conservation in the Lone Star State proved difficult to 

draw in support. The first battle for Texas conservation was to convince lawmakers and 

                                                
33 Doughty, Wildlife and Man, 155. 
34 Doughty, Wildlife and Man, 96-97. 
35 See also Arthur F. McEvoy. The Fisherman’s Problem: Ecology and Law in the California 
Fisheries,1850-1980 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986); Jeffery W. Bolster. The Mortal Sea: 
Fishing The Atlantic in the Age of Sail (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012); Dean Bavington. 
Managed Annihilation: An Unnatural History of the Newfoundland Cod Collapse (Vancouver, Canada: 
The University of British Columbia Press, 2010).  
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the public that new laws were necessary. Doughty argues that the reason for this struggle 

is because of the prominent frontier identity among Texans. Secondly, enforcement of 

new laws over wildlife populations proved to be a hardship later on. Animal conservation 

came of age in the 1930s in the form of hunting seasons in order to allow populations to 

recover. Federally sponsored programs in the following decade helped to promote 

research and conduct surveys to study the distribution, life histories, and habitat 

requirements of useful animals.36 Doughty argues that Texas’ “unenforceable legislation” 

was reconditioned into a more long-term “constructive and scientifically based 

management of wildlife” through the development of the Department of Agriculture, 

Department of the Interior, and the Department of Defense, national laws that protect 

animals and habitats and restrict harvesting of nongame species.37  

Historical works regarding Padre Island itself are easily found. However, these 

histories are seldom more than a general or popular history of the island. One source in 

particular, Padre Island National Seashore: An Administrative History (1999), published 

by the National Park Service, provides a comprehensive history of the island coupled 

with descriptions of the many conservation programs throughout its years of public 

service.38 The recorded history of Padre Island’s role in Texas sea turtle conservation 

remains largely in scientific articles and newsletters beginning in the 1960’s and continue 

well into the 21st century.39 However, these works are primarily compilations of 

                                                
36 Doughty, Wildlife and Man, 175-176. 
37 Doughty, Wildlife and Man, 176-180. 
38 W.D. Jones, Padre Island National Seashore: An Administrative History. (National Park Service, 1999). 
National Park History Online, accessed May 24, 2017, https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/pais/ 
index.htm 
39 For a collection of scientific articles see, US Department of Commerce, Proceedings of the Frist 
International Symposium on Kemp’s Ridley Sea Turtle Biology, Conservation and Management, edited by 
Charles W. Caillouet, Jr. and Andre M. Landry, Jr. (October 1985); Biology and Conservation of Ridley 
Sea Turtles, edited by Pamela T. Plotkin (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2007). 
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biological and physiological data gathered by scientists and conservationists in the effort 

to protect and restore sea turtle populations to the Gulf of Mexico. In Texas, scientists 

dedicated much of their early research to population and reproduction dynamic for the 

purpose of restoring population loss due to the fishing industries. Into the late 1970s 

through the 1980s, scientists in Texas focused on protecting and maintaining current 

populations of sea turtles, which is best seen through the head-starting programs of the 

Kemp’s Ridley sea turtles from Rancho Nuevo Mexico to Padre Island National 

Seashore. 

Though there has been a lot of data collection to formulate a natural history of sea 

turtles in Texas, there has been little intervention to formulate historical analysis. One of 

the few exceptions is Robin Doughty’s article, “Sea Turtles in Texas: A Forgotten 

Commerce,” which offers one of the few pieces of comprehensive scholarship discussing 

Texas’ relationship with the sea turtle industry starting in the 1880s.40 The article traces 

early utilization of specific species of turtles for their eggs, meat, and shells along the 

Texas coast. Doughty argues that the sudden rise and decline of the Texas sea turtle 

industry by 1890 led to the organism fading from discussion and into the background. 

Doughty’s discussion of the Texas sea turtle industry provides a simple historical account 

of how Texas was a participant in the turtle industry and how it led to the rapid and 

drastic decline in populations of this marine organism. However, Doughty’s work 

                                                
40 Robin Doughty. “Sea Turtles in Texas: A Forgotten Commerce.” The Southwestern Historical Quarterly 
88 (July 1984); Charles Caillouet, Jr. et. al., “Sea Turtle Strandings and Shrimpirng Effort on Coasts of 
Southwestern Louisiana and Texas,” Proceedings of the 11th Annual Workshop on Sea Turtle Biology and 
Conservation., edited by Michael Salmon and Jeanette Wyneken (NMFS: 1992); Donna Shaver, “Report 
on Netting of Green Sea Turtles at the Mansfield Channel, Texas during 1997,” US Biological Survey 
(Padre Island, Texas: 1998).  
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illustrates how sea turtles are often included in the narrative of the fishing industry but 

never really given much agency. 

Traditionally, the national parks have been viewed as monumental odes to the 

preservation of nature within America. However, the overall scholarship suggests that the 

preservation ideology behind the creation of the national parks was not environmentally 

motivated in the beginning. The development of the National Park Service began with the 

need to define and prove national prominence. Through this relationship with American 

nationalism, national parks were able to increase in significance within the American 

mind but with little concern for ecological conservation. It was not until the 1960s and 

1970s that the National Park Service shifted toward the conservation of nature for its own 

sake. Padre Island National Seashore is an example of the rapid transition away from 

public recreation toward wildlife conservation and education. 
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CHAPTER II 
 

TEXAS’ COASTAL FRONTIER 
 

The annexation of Texas is both figuratively and physically recognized as part of 

America’s romanticized relationship with the Western Frontier. Although Texas is seen 

as part of a larger western expansion, Texans clearly see the Lone Star State as its own 

unique combination of several types of landscapes. Before sea turtle conservation was 

even an idea, Padre Island filled several roles by providing biodiversity to the Texas 

coastline and at one time being the settlement for major ranching and fishing operations 

carried out by natives, Europeans, and finally Americans.  

Texas is made up of plains, prairies, desert, timberlands, and coastal plains. 

Although the Texas coast is not known for its lavish beauty or crystal clear water, 

Galveston Island, Mustang Island State Park, and Padre Island National Seashore attract 

large numbers of beachgoers and outdoor aficionados each year. These Texas beaches 

offer visitors a chance to explore one of the various types of landscapes that make up the 

Texas frontier and discover a piece of its natural heritage. Padre Island is the largest 

barrier island in the Gulf of Mexico, which includes the longest stretch of “untouched” 

coastline. A relatively young island, Padre Island began forming 4,500 to 5,000 years ago 

as a submerged bar. Ecological elements within barrier island landscapes create rapidly 

changing and unique interactions between organisms and their coastal environment.  

The purpose of this chapter is to trace the ecological and anthropogenic 

construction of the island. It shows the importance of Padre Island as a cultural landscape 

that adds to Texas’ natural heritage and identity. Discussion of both ecology and human 

settlement on Padre Island are needed to understand the causes and motivations for the 
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creation of the park itself and for the implementation of future sea turtle conservation 

projects. Additionally, it demonstrates how rapid changes in wildlife populations started 

gaining negative attention through the fall of the sea turtle industry and rise of other 

commercial fisheries. Padre Island’s early ecological and cultural history show how 

initial forms of conservation and wildlife protection formed along the Texas coast. The 

formation of sea turtle projects along Padre Island have greatly swayed the public’s 

interpretation of Texas’ natural heritage and have come to represent the Texas coast.  

 

Formation and Ecology of the Padre Island Landscape   

The coasts of Texas and Mexico are defined by large elongated primary bays 

which are formed behind barrier islands. These barrier islands reduce interactions with 

the ocean and play an important role in ultimately shaping the physical characteristics of 

the mainland shoreline and the island itself. They mostly distinguish lowland coasts with 

limited tidal range and dominate the topography of the northwestern Gulf of Mexico. 

Geologists tend to agree that barrier islands followed a series of basic stages of 

development. These stages involve interactions between changing sea levels, rivers, 

divides, shoals, and islands. The rivers of Texas drained and shaped the Coastal Plains at 

the end of the Wisconsin glacial stage, depositing sediment in the Gulf of Mexico. Sea 

levels finally started to reach present day levels at the end of the Holocene. The deep 

valleys carved out by the rivers filled with salt water forming the bays and estuaries of 

the present.41  

                                                
41 Bonnie Weise and William White. Padre Island National Seashore: A Guide to the Geology, Natural 
Environments, and History of a Texas Barrier Island. Austin, TX: Bureau of Economic Geology, 1980. 
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At the same time that these sea levels approached their present height, conditions 

were optimal to form the modern barrier islands, which involves a series of steps that 

balance sediment supply, longshore currents, bottom topography, and wave and tidal 

activity. Barrier Islands continued to emerge as the waves and currents carried sediment 

toward the shore. The complexity of Texas’ coastal environment expanded to include a 

developing dune ridge. This ridge formed as new sands were deposited from offshore 

sources upon the island foreshore and old foreshore sands were moved by winds to 

central or back island dunes.42 The local topography changes frequently due to shifting 

dunes and storm-induced changes, including hurricanes which  can, at times, significantly 

impact the shoreline. Thus barrier islands often act as the first line of natural defense 

against the sediment displacement and erosion caused by storm surges. Long stretches of 

barrier island without significant development are few and far between within the United 

States.  

Second to Galveston, Padre Island is a dominant feature to the Texas coastline. 

The island is one of seven major barrier islands and the longest stretch of untouched 

beach in the Gulf of Mexico. When combined with its neighbor, Mustang Island, the two 

fashion a remarkable 131-mile-long offshore bar. On its own, Padre Island is 113 miles 

long and 1.6 miles wide stretching from Corpus Christi and extending southward almost 

to Mexico with its highest point only reaching 50 feet above sea level. The Laguna Madre 

lagoon, The Gulf Intracoastal Waterway, and a number of small inlets and bays, separate 

Padre Island from the mainland that it guards. Accompanying its size and position, Padre 

Island also faces high energy systems of wind and wave currents that also characterize 

                                                
42 “Gulf Beaches and Barrier Islands,” Shore Ecology of the Gulf of Mexico, eds. Joseph C. Britton and 
Brian Morton (Austin, Texas: University of Texas at Austin, 1989), 107-158. 
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and shape the barrier island.  The characterization of these strong ecological system, led 

to constant refining and sorting of sediments. As finer clay and mud particles are carried 

out into the Gulf, coarser gravel particles never make it past the many river beds that feed 

into the Gulf. This sorting of sediment leaves the beaches with sand largely made of 

quartz and in other areas small fragments of shells deriving from offshore resources. 

These processes give rise to distinguishable environments along a single barrier island 

system: the beach, sandflat dune, fore-island dune ridge, barrier flat, ponds and marshes, 

back-island dune fields, fore-island blowout dune, and back-island dunes.43  

Although the western beaches of the Gulf of Mexico are noted for having low 

biodiversity, Padre Island environments provide for a unique network of marine and land 

based creatures, some of which include cattle, wild hogs, deer, coyotes, snakes, lizards, 

turtles, pelicans, gulls, egrets, cranes, and other water fowl. Typically, the island’s 

foreshore remains in constant unrest due to harsh waves leaving this zone relatively 

lifeless of most biota. The backshore is made up of a hardier community of salt tolerant 

plants whose roots provide stability for the shifting dune ridge. Vegetation diversity 

continues to increase behind the dune ridge but many marine and terrestrial animals 

continue to find this zone unbearable. Barrier flats form occasional vegetated strips that 

extend farther up into what are called stabilized blowout dunes which once provided 

rangeland for cattle.44 Historian Robin Doughty describes Texas as “a treasure trove of 

biota” and singles the state out as a completely separate frontier that closely resembles 

                                                
43 “Gulf Beaches and Barrier Islands,” Shore Ecology of the Gulf of Mexico, eds. Joseph C. Britton and 
Brian Morton (Austin, Texas: University of Texas at Austin, 1989), 107-158. 
44  “Gulf Beaches and Barrier Islands,” Shore Ecology of the Gulf of Mexico, eds. Joseph C. Britton and 
Brian Morton (Austin, Texas: University of Texas at Austin, 1989), 107-158. 
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Eden or the Mediterranean.45 All of these elements of Padre Island gave shape to the 

Texas coast with a unique set of physical characteristics that fell under the UNESCO 

convention’s criteria for natural heritage.  

Many of these elements also create a suitable environment for sea turtle 

populations which rely on these widely accessible beaches for migration and 

reproduction. Texas’ Padre Island has been known to attract several species of sea turtles: 

green (Chelonia mydas), leatherback (Dermochelys coriacea), hawksbill (Eretmochelys 

imbricata), loggerhead (Caretta caretta), and the Kemp’s Ridley (Lepidochelys kempii).  

There is a lot of literature surrounding the nesting and migration of these sea turtle 

species. Early scientific literature contributes the major similarities in nesting patterns 

among all sea turtles to “anatomical and habitat constraints in [their] common 

evolutionary history.”46 It is also discussed among scientists that specific characteristics 

of beach environments play important roles in influencing nesting sea turtles and 

hatching success. Jeanne Mortimer, a zoologist from the University of Florida, states that 

sea turtle nest amid a variety of beach, but among the basic requirements for nesting 

turtles is accessibility. She argues that purely geological features may not be as important 

compared to egg predation and competition among other females.47 However, that does 

not mean that geological characteristics play no role at all. Research has shown different 

species nesting consistently on specific types of beaches. In the same study, Jeanne 

Mortimer referred to research where leatherback turtles were shown to favor beaches free 

                                                
45 Doughty, Wildlife and Man, 9. 
46 J.R. Hendrickson, “Nesting Behavior of Sea Turtles with Emphasis on Physical and Behavioral 
Determinants of Nesting Success or Failure,” Biology and Conservation of Sea Turtles, edited by Karen 
Bjorndal (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press,1995) 53-58. 
47 Jeanne A. Mortimer. “Factors Influencing Beach Selection by Nesting Sea Turtles,” Biology and 
Conservation of Sea Turtles, edited by Karen Bjorndal (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 
1995) 45-51. 
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of rock clutter, while loggerheads tended were partial to outcrops of rock. Non-human 

land-based predators such as ghost crabs, small mammals, and birds are the greatest 

threat targeting turtle eggs and hatchlings. Juvenile mortality is more directly linked to 

aquatic nearshore predators such as sharks. However, scientists have argued that this 

natural predation is least likely to have been the cause of threatened extinction. Biologist 

Stephen Stancyk claims “ecosystem modifications are often caused by humans, either by 

enhancing survival of predators or by placing additional mortality pressures on turtle 

populations.”48 There is no real adaptability for sea turtles to avoid natural predation 

except careful consideration of nesting location.           

 

Settlement of Padre Island 

Human activity is another “process” that shapes the landscape and Texas coast. In 

this regard, Padre Island has been no exception. Environmental historians have argued the 

impossibility of isolation from human influence because these interactions have always 

existed and will continue to do so. The Texas coastline reinforces this theory as various 

groups of people have interacted with and shaped the coastline for centuries. Before the 

first Europeans stepped foot on the Texas coast, small tribes of nomadic Indians settled 

along the coast. Archeologists have found evidence of several coastal native groups. The 

largest and most renowned of these is the Carancahua (Karankawa). Settlements of this 

particularly large band of nomadic Indians has been found stretching south from 

Matagorda Bay to Brazos Santiago and as far west from Galveston Bay as Goliad. Early 

records describe the Karankawa as a ferocious cannibalistic warlike nation who were 

                                                
48 Stephen Stancyk. “Non-Human Predators of Sea Turtles and Their Control,” Biology and Conservation 
of Sea Turtles (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1995) 139-152. 
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feared by surrounding tribes, Spanish explorers, the Mexican Army, and colonists. 

According to Albert Gatschet of the U.S. Bureau of Ethnology, the Karankawa’s violent 

nature can be attributed to mistreatment by settlers “who came to deprive them of their 

fishing grounds and coast tracts.”49  Archeologist Robert Ricklis argues against this 

violent nature and instead offers one of a people who carried an intimate knowledge of 

their environment. New interpretation of archeological record determined that the 

Karankawa strategically utilized key natural resources to sustain a viable economy and 

lifestyle. Instead of relying on agricultural skill, these coastal groups spent most of their 

time fishing among Texas’ estuarine bays and lagoons. According to Ricklis, the 

Karankawa maintained sustainability by knowing when and where resources were most 

abundant. “Fish bones excavated from archeological sites indicate that the species most 

commonly exploited by aboriginal peoples were black drum, redfish, speckled trout, 

sheepshead, Atlantic croaker, and sea catfish,” writes Ricklis.50 It is widely known that 

sea turtles were also a part of the Karankawa diet, particularly the green turtle. However, 

further information regarding the use of sea turtle products in daily life is minimal. The 

Karankawa were rapidly displaced and later eliminated by American settlers after the war 

for Texas’ independence. The coast of Texas is a cultural landscape defined by its 

universal archeological value as a once prominent site of Karankawa people, who 

sustainably utilized available natural resources.           

The Gulf Coast saw Spanish explorers as early as the sixteenth century. Alonso de 

Pineda was commissioned by Spanish Jamaican Governor Franciso Garay to chart the 

                                                
49 Gatschet, Albert S. “The Karankawa Indians: The Coast People of Texas.” In Archaeological and 
Ethnological Papers of the Peabody Museum, 69-101. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1891. 
50 Robert Ricklis. The Karankawa Indians of Texas: An Ecological Study of Cultural Tradition and Change 
(Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 1996) 15. 
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north and west coasts of the Gulf of Mexico. Like several explorers during the sixteenth 

century, Alonsa de Pineda discovered the bay of Corpus Christi and Isla Blanca (Padre 

Island) while in pursuit of a strait passage to India in 1519.51 However Padre Island 

started to gain more notice when Spaniard Cabeza de Vaca shipwrecked off the Velasco 

Peninsula in 1528. It was not until the late seventeenth century that Spain’s interest in the 

South Texas coast was reignited. Don Diego Ortiz Parrilla was sent to further investigate 

Padre Island following the Seven Years War and provided the first real description of the 

island.52 Ranching started to slowly gain a foothold on Padre island in the late eighteenth 

century. It was not until 1820 when the first major cattle ranch was established by Padre 

Nicholas Balli and his nephew Juan Jose Balli, who received a grant from the Spanish 

government to begin a new settlement. In so doing, the island was named “Padre Island.”  

The first Americans to show interest in the South Texas cattle ranching industry 

were Henry Kinney and William Aubry in 1838. These men established the first trading 

post near Padre Island on Corpus Christi Bay, which played an important role in the 

transportation of supplies during the Mexican-American War.53 Throughout the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, these trade routes continued to attract entrepreneurs to 

Padre Island’s ranching industry. These included the Singer family in 1847, Richard King 

of King Ranch in 1854, and finally Patrick Dunn in 1879, who would later become 

known as the “Duke of Padre.” Packeries, for the processing of cattle hides and tallow, 

                                                
51 Bonnie Weise and William White. Padre Island National Seashore: A Guide to the Geology, Natural 
Environments, and History of a Texas Barrier Island. Austin, TX: Bureau of Economic Geology, 1980. 
52 W.D. Jones, Padre Island National Seashore: An Administrative History. (National Park Service, 1999). 
National Park History Online (Accessed May 24, 2017). https://www.nps.gov/ 
parkhistory/online_books/pais/ index.htm. 
53 W.D. Jones, Padre Island National Seashore: An Administrative History. (National Park Service, 1999). 
National Park History Online (Accessed May 24, 2017). 
https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/pais/ index.htm 
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began to increase and transform the environmental landscape of the island. Richard King 

and his partner Mifflin Kenedy significantly expanded island cattle ranching throughout 

the 1870s. However, it was Patrick Dunn who would reach legendary status and end up 

owning almost the entire island by 1926. The pristine shoreline wilderness of Padre 

Island was becoming harder and harder to keep that way. According to the National Park 

Service, Patrick Dunn was fervently against incoming fishermen and tourism and did not 

want to see anymore civilization make its way to Padre Island.54 Patrick Dunn had grown 

up in Corpus Christi and established a ranch on Padre Island with his brother in the 

1870s. He expanded the ranch and utilized Padre Island’s natural landscape to formulate 

an open range ranch free of barbed wire. To the dismay of Dunn, the island had caught 

the eyes of many fishermen, sightseers, beachgoers, and entrepreneurs. In 1926 Dunn 

sold his holdings on Padre Island to Sam Robertson. However, Dunn reserved the mineral 

and grazing rights of the land.55 Dunn repeatedly expressed his hesitation and regret 

stating, “when all is said and done, if the good Lord would give me back the island, wash 

out a channel…and put devilfish and other monsters in it to keep out the tourists, I would 

be satisfied.” Sam Robertson had made plans to further develop the island’s appeal for 

tourism.56  

                                                
54 W.D. Jones, Padre Island National Seashore: An Administrative History, (National Park Service, 1999). 
National Park History Online, accessed May 24, 2017, https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/pais/ 
index.htm; see also Bonnie Weise and William White. Padre Island National Seashore: A Guide to the 
Geology, Natural Environments, and History of a Texas Barrier Island. Austin, TX: Bureau of Economic 
Geology, 1980. 
55 Weise and White, Padre Island National Seashore, 71. 
56 Murphy Givens, “Patrick F. Dunn was the duke of Padre Island,” Corpus Christi Caller Times (October 
2015). http://archive.caller.com/columnists/murphy-givens/patrick-f-dunn-was-the-duke-of-padre-island-
0fed4b83-ad48-4460-e053-0100007f4e7b-337718971.html/; “The ‘Duke’ regretted selling Padre Island,” 
Corpus Christi Caller Times (October 2005), Accessed March 31, 2018, https://archive.li/LMbV4.  
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In conjunction with the newly created National Parks Service in 1916, the need 

and want to see the American wilderness grew. It soon became top priority to create an 

accessible Padre Island with enough roads, highways, and access points to the island and 

its beaches. The Don Patricio Causeway, created in 1927 by Sam Robertson, opened the 

gates for tourists to easily reach the island. As more and more people traveled to Padre 

Island, the discussion of even more access to the island paradise soon followed. With 

little natural resource consideration, efforts to formulate new roads and highways along 

Padre Island increased. The plan to build a park would soon attract the interests of local, 

state, and federal governments and environmental groups.   

 

The Rapid Rise and Decline of the Texas Sea Turtle Industry  

While the presence of cattle ranchers on Padre Island was expanding during the 

19th century, Texas’ commercial fishing industry was also making its start throughout the 

Gulf of Mexico. The turtle fishery is understood to have caused significant damage to the 

populations of sea turtles species throughout the Gulf of Mexico. Historian Robin 

Doughty provides one of the few extensive histories on the Texas turtle industry. He 

argues that “the leading cause of the fishery spike in Texas was because of the turtle 

industry.” For Texas, turtles ranked fifth among forty-six other types of fishing products, 

particularly shrimp and oysters. However, this specific and specialized fishery was short 

lived and saw its decline by 1892. Doughty speculates that the leading causes of its rapid 

decline are pollution and exploitation. These themes are common throughout many 

environmental histories that deal with species directly or indirectly affected by the 
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commercial fishing industry.57 This massive exploitation will lead to rapid population 

declines amid the five common sea turtle species found in Texas.   

In 1880, twenty-four thousand pounds of green turtle were taken in Texas. The 

turtle fishery was most prominent in Florida. However, that fishery had already peaked 

and declined by the time commercial fishing of turtles in Texas dramatically increased. 

The increase of canneries along the Texas coast in the 1880s resulted in Texas controlling 

51% of the entire Gulf turtle catch by 1890.58 Fishermen netted turtles from Matagorda 

Bay southward, then shipped them live to local markets. Again, this spike did not last 

very long. It has been perceived by many scholars that the leading cause of the dramatic 

disappearance of the Texas turtle industry was overfishing.59  

The substantial overfishing of several sea turtle species has also been linked to 

many cannery closures along the coast, including the largest Fulton Cannery near 

Rockport.60 Fulton had been responsible for taking in two hundred and forty-three 

thousand pounds of sea turtle meat and shipping out live sea turtles to cities like New 

Orleans and New York.61 Between 1889 and 1897 the amount of turtles dropped from ten 

per net to one per net. The implementation of harvesting regulations on turtle catches 

started by 1895, which put even heavier pressures on the industry. The ultimate collapse 

                                                
57 For more scholarship on impacts of the fishing industry see Arthur F. McEvoy. The Fisherman’s 
Problem: Ecology and Law in the California Fisheries,1850-1980 (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1986); Jeffery W. Bolster. The Mortal Sea: Fishing The Atlantic in the Age of Sail (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2012); Dean Bavington. Managed Annihilation: An Unnatural History of the 
Newfoundland Cod Collapse (Vancouver, Canada: The University of British Columbia Press, 2010);  
58 Doughty, Robin. “Sea Turtles in Texas: A Forgotten Commerce.” The Southwestern Historical Quarterly 
88 (July 1984) 43-70. 
59 See Doughty, Robin. “Sea Turtles in Texas: A Forgotten Commerce.” The Southwestern Historical 
Quarterly 88 (July 1984);  
60 Doughty, “Sea Turtles in Texas,” 62. 
61 “Fishing, Fish, and Other Products of the Texas Coastal Waters.” The Texas Gulf Coast: Its History and 
Development. Edited by Joseph Clark and Elton Scott. New York: The Lewis Historical Publishing 
Company, 1955. Vol. 2. 175-191.  
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of the Texas turtle industry occurred in 1900. After the industry’s collapse in Texas, the 

majority of sea turtles caught in Texas were by shrimp trawls.62 Yet, according to 

Doughty, long-term conservation for sea turtles remained very limited even after the 

industry’s collapse.  

These concerns of overfishing did not only affect sea turtles. As early as the 

1830s and 1840s declines in certain wildlife populations started to catch the attention of 

officials and the public. Population declines in several “preferred” terrestrial and marine 

species caused by overhunting and overfishing started to be seen more and more as a 

problem. Many environmental historians who focus on the fishing industry have 

concluded that fishermen are usually the first to notice the declines in populations of 

marine life. If populations were not sustainably caught, there would be no populations for 

future generations of fishermen. This is typically what scholarship has uncovered as the 

“fisherman’s problem” and the underlying motivations for early activism and legislation 

concerning marine life.63 Overall, the concern about large declines in animal populations 

resulted in several organizations to rise and speak out against the overutilization of 

natural resources.  

  

                                                
62 Ibid., 66. 
63 For more scholarship on impacts of the fishing industry see Arthur F. McEvoy. The Fisherman’s 
Problem: Ecology and Law in the California Fisheries,1850-1980 (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1986). McEvoy paves the way for the understanding of an industrial society’s complications in 
sustaining its natural environment. McEvoy also suggested that the belief that human beings exist outside 
of the environment leads to a misunderstanding of its sustainability-the commons; Jeffery W. Bolster. The 
Mortal Sea: Fishing The Atlantic in the Age of Sail (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012). Bolster 
similarly utilizes ecology to better understand the interactions between fishing communities and its 
resource. Bolster points out that certain fishermen, sought laws preventing overfishing because they were 
convinced their fisheries were “endangered”, and they wanted the state to intercede. Here Bolster wishes to 
show that early inclinations to preserve certain species and prevent overfishing were the fishermen 
themselves, even though it was in the mindset of preserving future fishing. 
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Conclusion 

After considering the definitions of “natural heritage” and “cultural landscape” by 

the 1972 and 1999 UNESCO World Heritage Convention, Padre Island represents an 

important cultural and natural space. At first glance, Padre Island appeared sparse of 

biodiversity with superficial beauty compared to the eastern Gulf of Mexico. However, 

what this chapter revealed is quite the opposite. Instead Padre Island served and continues 

to serve several kinds of ecological and anthropogenic communities and relationships, 

which increases its value to Texas and the nation as a cultural and natural landscape. The 

sustainable use of the island’s natural resources by the Karankawa Indians and the 

establishment of island cattle ranching within environmental restraints validate the 

island’s cultural significance to the state. Moreover, this particular island physically 

dominates the Texas coast and demonstrates important biological diversity that is 

nationally recognized. Geological and biological surveys illustrate the misunderstood 

importance of barrier island ecosystems and landscapes. Barrier islands and mainland 

beaches are diminishing due to erosion, physical development, and pollution that degrade 

existing animal and plant communities, some of which are in danger of extinction. It is 

exactly these characteristics that caught the attention of the National Park Service and 

several conservation groups. For the National Park Service to consider Padre Island for 

the location of a new national seashore meant there was recognizable cultural and natural 

significance that must be preserved for future generations. This chapter has also 

demonstrated how the rise and fall of the sea turtle industry revealed a serious gap in 

wildlife conservation at that time. The extent to which sea turtle and other marine animal 



Texas Tech University, Katherine Holt, May 2018 
 

 32 

populations were impacted by commercial fishing operations was becoming more 

apparent among local conservationists.  
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CHAPTER III 
 

WHY A PARK? 
 

The National Park Service was created as part of the Department of the Interior in 

1916 under the Organic Act signed by President Woodrow Wilson. The National Park 

Service was established to regulate federal lands such as national parks, monuments, and 

reservations with the purpose to  

conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wildlife therein 
and to provide for the enjoyment of the same in such manner and by such means 
as well leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations.64   
 

Conservation of natural and historical objects may have been the stated mission of the 

National Park Service, but wildlife conservation was not seriously considered until much 

later. Richard Sellars, emphasizes the shortcomings of the early NPS regarding wildlife in 

his work Preserving Nature in The National Parks: A History.65 This chapter follows 

Sellars argument that the newly created National Park Service was heavily focused on the 

aesthetics of a uniquely American wilderness, while providing exceptional recreational 

experiences for the public. I argue that the construction of Padre Island National Seashore 

followed the consistent pattern of development for parks to preserve untouched 

wilderness linked to American exceptionalism, which can be observed within the early 

debates and press releases for a park’s establishment. While government officials focused 

on recreation and aesthetics, conservationists and environmental groups realized the need 

for increased wildlife and plant-life protection. However, the timing of Padre Island’s 

addition to the National Park System occurred at the beginning of heightened 

                                                
64 Organic Act of 1916, Public Law 64-235. H. R. 15522, S. 535 (August 25, 1916).  
65 Richard West Sellars. Preserving Nature in the National Parks: A History (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1997). 
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environmental awareness in America, which greatly influenced its managerial outlook on 

conservation issues. Therefore, it can be argued that the resulting Padre Island National 

Seashore illustrated an earlier dedication to wildlife concerns than previous national 

parks due to the climate of changing environmental concerns of the 1960s and 1970s. 

Additionally, this chapter will explore these influences on the shaping or shifting of 

public opinion towards its development and role on Padre Island. The language utilized 

among several if not all these sources suggested a highly emphasized imagery of Padre 

Island as a new frontier for Texans.    

 

Deliberations Over New Park Space 

During the 1960s and 1970s, Texas saw a drastic change to its economy, resulting 

in the growing and furthering of industrialized cities, consolidation of farms, oil and 

natural gas industries becoming more powerful, and finally explosions of suburban 

populations coupled with changes in the state’s demographic.66 Political historian Sean 

Cunningham discusses how these issues started well before the 1960s and 1970s. 

However, their culmination and resolution were primarily debated in the political arena 

of these two decades. Both the Republican and Democratic Parties “experienced period 

of factional discord and ideological readjustment,” writes Cunningham, leading Texas to 

transition from being a historically Democratic state to conservative Republicanism.67 

The unstable political period of the 1960s and 1970s provided an influential framework 

                                                
66 Sean Cunningham. Cowboy Conservatism: Texas and the Rise of the Modern Right (Lexington, KY: The 
University Press of Kentucky, 2010) 2. 
67 Cunningham, Cowboy Conservatism, 3. 
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to Padre Island’s establishment of a national seashore, displayed among the political 

debates concerning state or national control of the newly proposed park.  

Texas lands and significant natural resources went under consideration for state 

parks under the leadership of Governor Pat Neff. The Texas State Parks Board was 

established in the spring of 1923 to encourage park development. According to the Padre 

Island National Seashore Administrative History, “this vision eventually set the standard 

for Texas State Park development with large tracts of land such as Palo Duro Canyon, 

Guadalupe Mountains, and Padre Island.”68 As a public effort to build usable roads 

progressed, private investors caught sight of the island paradise. The competition to build 

a road on Padre Island was heated. In 1926 Cameron Country sheriff Sam Robertson 

supported the construction of the Don Patricio Causeway, named after Patrick Dunn. The 

development of the first major causeway along Padre Island opened the door to newer 

construction of hotels, casinos, bridges, houses, and residential roadways. 

The Department of Interior and the National Park Service showed interest in the 

Texas coast in 1934 for possible recreational areas. In 1959 the Department of the 

Interior conducted a field investigation of Padre Island. The island was “recognized to be 

of national significance and worthy of preservation for public use and enjoyment” based 

on its outstanding features.69 The field researchers described how Padre Island presents 

an opportunity for the nation to “safeguard” such an incredible length of pristine 

wilderness. The National Park Service received an overwhelmingly amount of support for 

                                                
68 W.D. Jones, Padre Island National Seashore: An Administrative History. (National Park Service, 1999). 
National Park History Online, accessed May 24, 2017, https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/pais/ 
index.htm. 
69 US Department of the Interior, National Park Service, Field Investigation Report Padre Island, Texas, 
February 1959. 
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making Padre Island a National Seashore. Whether the new park was to be a state or 

national park, it was clear that the priority was to be a new recreational space that 

benefited the citizens of Texas.  

Several federal officials demonstrated a deep interest in obtaining a large portion 

of Padre Island for a second national park in Texas and appear often among sources: U.S. 

Senators Ralph Yarborough (D) and Lyndon Johnson (D) and Congressmen Joe Kilgore 

(D) and John Young (D).70 Through numerous statements given on the floor of the Senate 

between 1958 and 1961, Ralph Yarborough expresses a critical need to preserve 

recreational areas like Padre Island.71 Yarborough fought hard for the addition of a 

nationally protected space early on. Language revealed throughout many of these sources 

illustrate a noticeable definition of what the new park space was to be for the state and 

nation. Such terms as “recreation”, “tourist development,” and “natural scene” often 

occur throughout many speeches, statements, and letters by Yarborough and other federal 

officials. In a 1958 public release it was announced that Senator Yarborough had 

introduced a bill for the establishment of Padre Island National Seashore. Yarborough 

was quoted to have said that “Padre Island as a national park would become the winter 

park of America just as Yellowstone, Yosemite, Glacier National and the Great Smokey 

Mountains are summer playgrounds.”72 Already the Senator suggests a desire for Padre 

Island to symbolize a “playground” for Americans that would boost Texas’ tourist 

economy and show off the state’s untamed beauty. The Mayor of Corpus Christi wrote to 

                                                
70 Correspondence from Ralph Yarborough to Lyndon Johnson, John Young, and Joe Kilgore, suggested a 
collaborative effort from both the Senate and the House to pass a bill proposing a Padre Island National 
Seashore, 1 July 1960, Box 3X426, Folder Padre Island (file 4), Ralph Yarborough Papers, Dolph Briscoe 
Center for American History, Austin, Texas. 
71 Ralph Yarborough Papers, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, Austin, Texas. 
72 Typescript of speech given by Ralph Yarborough, 27 June, 1958, S.4064 IIA, Folder Padre Island, Ralph 
Yarborough Papers, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, Austin, Texas.  
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Yarborough and expressed the city’s appreciation and interest for “a seashore area worthy 

of our Texas traditions.”73 The park proposal is almost always referred to as the “Padre 

Island National Seashore Recreation Area Project.”74 In a radio broadcast Yarborough 

responded to concerned Texans regarding accessibility and tourist facilities if a national 

park would be built.  

Why, fellow Texans, just like other national parks and seashore areas, there are 
not tourist areas better developed for the people, for the pleasure of the people, 
then are national parks areas. It’s obvious that since the National Park Service 
officials are anxious to develop a great new national seashore recreation area on 
Padre Island, they would place the facilities there so that great unspoiled beach 
could be enjoyed by the people of Texas and America.75   
 

The language used by Yarborough suggest significant concern by the public, park 

management, and federal representatives of the park directly related to recreational 

development and accessibility. The discussion, led by Yarborough, revealed early on that 

the new national seashore was to follow the same anthropocentric motivations as 

previous parks and dedicate its purpose for recreation.   

As the federal government pushed forward in developing a bill, the State 

government continued to express concern for State-owned land that would reside within 

the proposed park’s boundaries. Jerry Sadler, Texas Commissioner of the General Land 

Office, was particularly troubled over the 200,000 acres of State-owned “mineral 

interest” within the area of the proposed National Seashore.76 Sadler admitted to favoring 

                                                
73 Correspondence from Ben McDonald to Ralph Yarborough, 3 May 1961, Box 3X426, Folder Padre 
Island (file 3), Ralph Yarborough Papers, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, Austin, Texas. 
74 Correspondence to President of lower Rio Grande river valley. 27 April 1961, Box 3X426, Folder Padre 
Island (file 4), Ralph Yarborough Papers, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, Austin, Texas. 
75 Typescript of a radio broadcast given by Ralph Yarborough to Texans from Washington, D.C. 31 
January 1960, Folder Padre Island 1960, Ralph Yarborough Papers, Dolph Briscoe Center for American 
History, Austin, Texas. 
76 Correspondence from Jerry Sadler to Ralph Yarborough, 7 April 1961, Box 3X426, Folder Padre Island 
(file 3), Ralph Yarborough Papers, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, Austin, Texas. 
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a state park over a national seashore. However, he quickly rejected the “obstructionist” 

role given to him by other officials. Instead he showed concern over the ability to reserve 

the state’s ground minerals, not particularly the surface area.77 State officials and private 

developers continued to advocate for their continued use of the island, which led some to 

reconsider the size of the park. A heated debate over the length of the proposed National 

Seashore resulted in splitting the goals of the Senate and House. John Young and Joe 

Kilgore submitted a bill shortening the park’s boundaries to a 65-mile-long seashore from 

Yarborough’s proposed 88-mile seashore. These separate bills ultimately lengthened the 

time it took to pass a bill and drew the anxieties of several conservation organizations. 

Groups such as the Texas Conservation Council, accused Young and Kilgore of 

“endangering the Padre Island National Seashore” by submitting a bill that would be 

considered inadequate by the National Park Service.78 The Texas Conservation Council 

feverishly wrote the two congressmen claiming that “if the federal government will buy 

88 miles of seashore for the people, why do they, as representatives of the people, wish to 

reduce the area the people can have and enjoy?”79 John Beasley an attorney from 

Beeville, Texas also expressed his opposition to the shortening of the national park. 

Beasley often fought against commercial interests within the Gulf of Mexico and was 

founder of the Independent Texas coastal Research for the Common Good organization.80 

He wrote to Kilgore and Young and reminded them that when the National Park Service 

                                                
77 Typescript of a statement by Jerry Sadler of the Texas General Land Office, 30 January 1963, 1963 IIA, 
Folder Padre Island (file 2), Ralph Yarborough Papers, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, 
Austin, Texas.  
78 Typescript of “Padre Island National Seashore in Jeopardy” by Armand Yramategui of the Texas 
Conservation Council, Box 3X426, Folder Padre island (file 3), Ralph Yarborough Papers, Dolph Briscoe 
Center for American History, Austin, Texas. 
79 Ibid.  
80 John R. Beasley Papers, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, Austin Texas. 
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first showed interest in Padre Island it was implied that the whole island was to be 

preserved. He argues that visitors should not have to drive through “twenty or thirty miles 

of privately owned and improved properties, whether hotels, rentals, private homes or 

whatnot, for that is the very thing that he is trying to get away from.”81 For Beasley and 

other conservation groups, only preserving a small portion of the unspoiled island 

violated the public’s trust and called into question the motivations of the government.  

Although Yarborough was a part of the federal push for a new national space, he 

was one of the few federal officials who discussed Padre Island’s importance as heritage. 

In a statement given on the floor of the Senate, Yarborough demonstrates a shared 

concern with the National Park Service director Conrad Wirth. He presented a New York 

Times editorial written by Wirth, which challenged the government and the U. S. public 

to consider what a national seashore meant for the state and nation. The editorial read, 

“are we to be less mindful of our natural heritage than the boss and corruption ridden 

1870’s and 1880’s?” Yarborough and Wirth establish a united goal for legislative action 

for the preservation of such areas like Padre Island.82 Scholar Patrick Cox argues that 

Yarborough’s ability to navigate beyond traditional [conservation] goals with “the power 

and money of the federal government” marked the era of a new political environmental 

age.83 Cox continues to describe Yarborough’s commitment as a “major victory in natural 

resources and undeveloped beach protection,” which gained him national attention as an 

environmental leader and lawmaker, who brought Texas into the modern environmental 

                                                
81 Correspondence from John Beasley to Joe Kilgore and John Young. 10 March 1961, Box 3X426, folder 
Padre Island (file 3), Ralph Yarborough Papers, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, Austin, 
Texas. 
82 Typescript of a statement by Ralph Yarborough given on the floor of the senate, 11 January 1960, folder 
1960, Ralph Yarborough Papers, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, Austin, Texas. 
83 Patrick Cox. Ralph W. Yarborough: The People’s Senator (Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 
2001) 181. 
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movement.84 Yarborough’s involvement in the establishment of Padre Island National 

Seashore is significant and showcased considerable federal attention given to the island. 

The Senator fought for the extension of park boundaries in order to preserve and display 

more undeveloped landscape, and in some instances in the name of conservation or 

heritage. However, once the national park was established and the park boundaries 

solidified, who would spearhead actual conservation research and management of the 

island and its wildlife inhabitants?  

 

Public Perceptions 

Public support for a national park was overwhelming. Several key local and state 

newspapers—The Houston Chronicle, The Houston Post, Texas Observer, and Corpus 

Christi Caller Times—demonstrated how the public kept track of the park’s progress and 

that the development was at the forefront of the public’s mind. These sources also 

illustrate that people were just as concerned with recreational and private spaces as the 

state and federal governments void of any genuine discussion of wildlife conservation 

within the park. Early attitudes can be linked back to images of the pioneers and ideals of 

the western frontier. Many local newspapers presented Padre Island as a place where 

people could escape the rapidly growing industrialized cities. “PADRE PIONEERS” is 

the title from a Houston Chronicle article invoking old American ideals of manifest 

destiny and the western frontier.85 The article, written by Cash Asher, follows the time 

Louis Rawalt and her husband spent on Padre Island away from “her modern home” and 

                                                
84 Cox, The People’s Senator, 181. 
85 Cash Asher, “Padre Pioneers,” Houston Chronicle, March 1957, Box [AR 91-077], Anella Dexter 
Papers, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, Austin, Texas.  
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among the “driftwood shacks and tents that were frequently battered by hurricanes.”86 

Padre Island’s appeal was placed in its “unspoiled beaches” and has focused the attention 

of Texans as a “vacationland.”87 It is a desire for many Americans at this time to want to 

escape to places of peaceful isolation. Padre Island continued to be advertised among 

newspapers as a frontier where Americans should want to go in order explore virgin 

wilderness once again and soon it would be offered by the addition of a new national 

seashore. Louis Hofferbert, staff writer for the Houston Press, wrote a spread titled, “The 

Press Goes to Romantic Padre,” which detailed three specific realizations upon visiting 

the island: 

virgin wilderness can mean a wide wave swept beach and miles of rolling dunes 
loosely with sea oats, as truly as it can mean a primeval forest, Padre’s 110 miles 
present a challenge not to be underestimated nor lightly undertaken, each of its 
miles—some easy, some hard, some almost impossible—has its reward to justify 
effort.88  
 

These sources illustrate a major push to make Padre Island a new frontier, which 

significantly influenced the motivations of the public’s support for the new park. The 

Houston Democratic Women’s Club was outspoken about its position on the national 

seashore in its 1960 resolution document. The club identified scientific and industrial 

development as environmentally altering, which would result in a “coordinated mass of 

complicated and impersonal apparatus and machinery,” and effective steps should be 

taken “to preserve the scenic attribution and beauties of the land that God has given us.”89 

                                                
86 Ibid. 
87 Chronicle Correspondence, “Padre Island’s Appeal Lies in Vast, Unspoiled Beaches” Houston 
Chronicle, 7 June 1959, Box [AR 91-077], Anella Dexter Papers, Dolph Briscoe Center for American 
History, Austin, Texas. 
88 Louis Hofferbert, “The Press Goes to Romantic Padre,” Houston Press, 31 March 1959, Box [AR 91-
077], Anella Dexter Papers, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, Austin, Texas.  
89 Typescript of the resolution for the Houston Democratic Women’s Club, 25 February 1960, Ralph 
Yarborough Papers, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, Austin, Texas. 
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The public became more focused on ideas of recreation and state identity connected to 

the past.    

 

Evolving Park Mission  

September 28, 1962 President John F. Kennedy signed the bill for the creation of 

a 65-mile-long national seashore in the presence of Senator Yarborough. Land acquisition 

for Padre Island National Seashore finally occurred in the summer of 1963. Land 

Commissioner Jerry Sadler, Governor John Connally, and Attorney General Waggoner 

Carr deeded the Texas-owned land to the Federal government ending the State’s long-

held ambivalence toward the designation.90 Although the federal government had 

acquired its 65 miles of beach for the national seashore, the state government held on to 

the mineral rights of Padre Island. The following July 1969 Congress passed a final 

appropriation of $4.1 million to complete the purchase of parkland. The park’s intended 

purpose under the 1962 bill was to “save and preserve for public recreation, benefit, and 

inspiration.”91   

                                                
90 W.D. Jones, Padre Island National Seashore: An Administrative History (National Park Service, 1999) 
National Park History Online (Accessed May 24, 2017). https://www.nps.gov/ 
parkhistory/online_books/pais/ index.htm. 
91 Padre Island National Seashore, Public Law 87-712. 87th Congress, S. 4 (September 28, 1962).  
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Figure 3.1 Senator Moss (seated) and Ralph Yarborough discussing the Padre Island bill 
on the day of its first hearing. Source: Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, 
Austin, Texas. 

 
Although there may have been wildlife conservation legislation enacted before the 

major breakthrough of the environmental movement, such as the 1900 Lacey Act, the 

Migratory Bird Act of 1918, the Bald Eagle Protection Act of 1940, and the Fish and 

Wildlife Act of 1956, the federal government began to reflect a new wave of 

environmental protection. The new legislative measures finally incorporated more 

scientific research geared toward wildlife conservation, while still trying to incorporate 

and emphasize recreational importance for the enjoyment and therefore protection of 

nature and wildlife. Park staff formed a Master Plan that settled longstanding 

environmental problems by ending cattle grazing on the island and negotiating a 

settlement to remove the makeshift cabins on the spoil islands in the Laguna Madre. 

Natural resource management now became the priority for the National Park Service as it 
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stepped up its research programs to better understand the functions of the barrier island 

and island wildlife.92  

This shift came in response to the growth of environmental awareness during the 

1960s and 1970s. Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) shocked the nation into 

recognizing a national environmental crisis.93 The best seller exposed the uncontrolled 

use of the pesticide DDT and its harmfulness to the environment as well as human health. 

It was the first time people are called to consider environmental conservation efforts to 

include human health. It also led people to question the morality of corporations or 

government entities and whether or not they knew of these hazardous effects long before 

they began to appear.  This movement ushered in a new era of activism that promoted 

stewardship of the environment, both man-made and natural. Therefore, a significant 

increase in wildlife and wilderness related laws and protection measures were passed. 

Several federal and state agencies started to develop management plans that prioritized 

the concept of compromise between conservation for recreational purpose and 

conservation of habitat. UNESCO increased its advocacy for protecting threatened 

species and their habitats as natural and cultural heritage. Strategic policy such as the 

Wilderness Act (1964), National Historic Preservation Act (1966), and the National 

Environmental Policy Act (1969) were some of the first national policies for protecting 

the environment and challenged participating nations to protect significant spaces.94 The 

Endangered Species Act (1972) marked a major moment in wildlife protection policy but 

                                                
92 W.D. Jones, Padre Island National Seashore: An Administrative History. (National Park Service, 1999). 
National Park History Online, accessed May 24, 2017, https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/pais/ 
index.htm. 
93 Rachel Carson. Silent Spring (New York: Mariner Books, 1962). 
94 Wilderness Act of 1964, Public Law 88-577, 88th Cong., 2d sess. (September 3,1964); National Historic 
Preservation Act of 1966, Public Law 89-665, US Code 16 (October 15, 1966); National Environmental 
Policy Act of 1969, Public Law 91-190 (January 1, 1970).  
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also caused a lot of controversy and headache for legislators.95 The NPS also began to 

increase its dedication to scientific research for the future protection of wildlife, as 

described by Richard Sellars.96  

By the late 1960s and early 1970s wildlife motivations can be seen throughout 

local newspapers and among local groups through the inclusion of terms such as wildlife 

and conservation when discussing Padre Island. Bob Eckhardt, who served on the Texas 

legislature from 1958 until he was voted into the U.S. House of Representatives in 1966, 

also emphasized the consideration of “ecologically important species of plants, birdlife, 

and animal life, and recreational space for thousands of persons to be living on the Texas 

Gulf Coast within the next two decades.”97 Eckhardt and Beasley are excellent examples 

of the shift toward the incorporation of wildlife conservation and habitat protection in the 

overall American concept of wilderness preservation. However, that is not to say that 

recreational motive completely disappeared. Outdoor recreation is still a major 

component of promoting nature appreciation and it would be unfair to discredit the early 

protection provided by the preservation accomplishments of the National Park Service. 

Both ecological awareness in addition to recreational benefits are finally realized as 

upholding public trust, which is a defining mentality of the late 1960s into the 1970s.   

 

Conclusion 

Wildlife, especially sea turtle conservation, was not considered as a number one 

priority during the debates for Padre Island National Seashore. Federal and State officials 

                                                
95 Endangered Species Act of 1972, Public Law 93-205, US Statutes at Large 884 (1973). 
96 Sellars, Preserving Nature, 93. 
97 Correspondence from Bob Eckhardt to Percy Seldon, 21 April 1972, Bob Eckhardt Papers, Dolph 
Briscoe Center for American History, Austin, Texas.  
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fought for the implementation of a new recreational space worthy of the state of Texas 

and the nation. Therefore, Padre Island’s early developmental motivations followed 

Sellars’ pattern of national park management’s determination to find places of American 

beauty and create recreational spaces within them before the 1960s. However, due to the 

social and political climate of the 1960s and 1970s, when the national seashore was 

presented with a wildlife protection issue, such as the extinction of several key sea turtle 

species, park scientists and officials were quick to act for the protection and recovery of 

those species. Among the pioneer and frontier rhetoric, various sources displayed a 

growing concern for wilderness preservation outside the immediate comforts of man. 

Either way, the developers of Padre Island National Seashore were slightly more aware of 

changing public attitudes, making them more environmentally conscious than previous 

park management plans. Although these federal officials fought for a park, they were not 

the ones who initially advocated for specific wildlife consideration. In the case of sea 

turtle conservation, which has become the icon of Padre Island National Seashore, it was 

the naturalists, conservationists, and biologists who decided to collectively act upon a 

noticeable issue of population declines in ecologically valuable species. This concept is 

not new to environmental history, but it has yet to be applied to Padre Island and the 

nationally significant sea turtle programs that were materialized out of the displayed 

urgency displayed by men and women of conservation.  
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CHAPTER IV 
 

SAVING THE SEA TURTLES 
 

 
Figure 4.1 Photograph taken by author at Padre Island National Seashore, Texas. 

 
Sea turtles are often met with an overwhelmingly amount of public affection. 

These marine creatures tug right at the heart strings of any man, woman, or child. Unlike 

other marine creatures, sea turtles’ harmless and passive nature generate feelings of 

empathy among people.  By the 1980s, advocacy for sea turtles surpassed the “Save the 

Whales” effort from the environmental movement, as discussed in Alison Rieser’s work, 

The Case of the Green Turtle.98 The realization that sea turtles were endangered and 

some or all of the remaining species were at some risk of extinction resulted in their 

elevated status. 

A rise in sea turtle conservation on Padre Island National Seashore is related to 

the realization of the National Park Service, on a managerial level, for a need of more 

                                                
98Alison Rieser. The Case of the Green Turtle: An Uncensored History of a Conservation Icon (Baltimore, 
MD: The John Hopkins University Press, 2012). For more literature on the Save the Whales effort see 
Kurkpatrick Dorsey, Whales and Nations: Environmental Diplomacy on the High Seas (Seattle: University 
of Washington Press, 2013).  
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scientifically based wildlife conservation rather than its traditional utilitarian approach to 

preservation. However, it was not until several naturalists, conservationists, and 

biologists presented evidence of several marine turtle species threatened with extinction 

that ignited a wave of sea turtle recovery management by the 1980s. This chapter will 

explore the evolution of scientific research on the sea turtle populations in Texas, 

specifically the Kemp’s Ridley, and how conservationists fought for the security of these 

marine creatures. It will argue that although political officials advocated for the 

preservation of the seashore, it was the scientists, naturalists, and conservationists who 

ultimately shaped the park’s future purpose. It will do this by presenting the Kemp’s 

Ridley head-start program—heavily influenced by NPS turtle biologist Donna Shaver’s 

research—as an important case study of how a collaborative effort was formed to save 

the species on a local, state, national and international level. In so doing, this chapter will 

analyze the unique scientific and educational role of the National Park Service. This 

particular program of Padre Island National Seashore showed massive dedication by park 

scientists and professionals to the protection of endangered species that was lacking at the 

time of its development. The advocacy of conservationists for better education about sea 

turtles along Padre Island resulted in their escalated status as a conservation icon and 

renewed attention among Texans for their natural heritage. 

 

Conservation Biology and Archie Carr 

Fundamental research began with Archie Carr, who was the first conservation 

biologist to compile several foundational works on the natural history of sea turtles. Such 

works included The Handbook of Turtles (1952), The Windward Road (1956), and So 



Texas Tech University, Katherine Holt, May 2018 
 

 49 

Excellent a Fishe (1967) among several others.99 His core purpose was to uncover data 

and new information about the different species of turtles and their potential 

endangerment across the United States, Canada, and Baja California. It is through his 

Handbook of Turtles that Carr communicates the most common relationship between 

turtles and man has been through the dietary consumption of turtles by man. He briefly 

documented the early use of turtles and turtle products starting with the exploration and 

colonization throughout the Indian Ocean. Popular turtle products and their uses included 

the oils extracted from their fat, the shell itself, eggs used as bait, and even hatchlings 

sold as pets. This particular handbook allowed readers to better understand the biological 

and cultural importance of these creatures, something that Carr desperately believed was 

needed for their survival. Archie Carr continued to pave the way for sea turtle 

conservation nationally and globally. He contributed greatly to the development of 

biology to include disciplines such as ecology and conservation in the 20th century. 

Historian Frederick Davis credits this accomplishment to Carr’s naturalist beginnings and 

calls for the return to a more naturalist discipline when trying to conserve natural 

resources or wildlife.100  

Comparably, it took a naturalist and a biologist to discover similar types of 

problems on Padre Island with the case of the Kemp’s Ridley turtle. In 1974, Biologist 

Henry Hildebrand and Naturalist Robert Whistler confronted the issue of declining 

                                                
99 Archie Carr. Handbook of turtles: the turtles of the United States, Canada, and Baja California (Ithaca, 
NY: Comstock Publishing Associates, 1952); The Windward Road: Adventures of a Naturalist on Remote 
Caribbean Shores (Tallahassee, Florida: University Presses of Florida, 1956), which set out to be a 
conservation document with the purpose to aid countries in discovering their natural heritage through its 
relationship with sea turtles; The Sea Turtle: So Excellent a Fishe (Austin, TX: University of Texas at 
Austin, 1986).  
100 Frederick Davis. The Man Who Saved Sea Turtles: Archie Carr and the Origins of Conservation 
Biology (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007) 
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populations of Kemp’s Ridley in Mexico and in a last ditch effort decided to propose 

Padre Island as a second nesting site. Padre Island was chosen because it had similar 

properties to the main nesting site at Rancho Nuevo, Mexico. Although Padre Island was 

not known to be a major nesting site, Kemp’s Ridley sea turtles had been sighted twice 

before nesting on Padre Island, which also suggested an increased probability that a 

secondary nesting site could be established.101 “Nobody tapped him on the shoulder and 

said, do this…nothing was going on anywhere else. There was no state program or state 

official that said do this…” exclaims Dr. Donna Shaver.102 It is clear that these men were 

under no pressure by the state to act for the preservation of this creature and confirmed 

that a naturalist approach to conservation advocacy is important.  

Science and scientists faced a hard road in the efforts to conserve nature. The role 

of science can either hinder or perpetuate change. Davis points out that, “as a scientist, 

Archie Carr hoped that solid data would strengthen the case for sea turtles around the 

world and that national bodies, both governmental and private, would come to see turtles 

as more than a commodity or food but also as a significant natural and cultural 

resource.”103 In Carr’s mind a lack of information, such as biology, was a leading cause 

of poor management. The only way to undue this trend is through continued study, 

specifically in ecology. The establishment of research projects coupled with funding 

organizations would pave the way for further research and therefore a better 

                                                
101 Henry Hildebrand, “Hallazgo del Area de Anidacion de la Tortuga Marina ‘Lora,’ Lepidochelys kempii 
(Garman), en la Costa Occidental del Golfo de Mexico,” Ciencia 22 (1963), accessed March 29, 2018, 
http://www.seaturtle.org /PDF/CaillouetCW_2010_Hildebrand1963ATranscriptionandTran.pdf.; Donna 
Shaver, Interview by author, January 29, 2018; W.D. Jones, Padre Island National Seashore: An 
Administrative History. (National Park Service, 1999). National Park History Online (Accessed May 24, 
2017). https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/online_books/pais/ index.htm. 
102 Donna Shaver, Interview by author, January 29, 2018. 
103 Davis, The Man Who Saved the Sea Turtles, 163. 
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understanding of how to conserve a specific species. David Ehrenfeld, a professor of 

conservation ecology at Rutgers, comes to a similar conclusion to Carr’s, that options for 

conserving sea turtles are limited due to the lack of knowledge about them and their 

biology, which is unlikely to change in the future.104 Therefore, the best thing to do for 

sea turtles is to continue to protect existing wild populations, using the simplest and least 

risky conservation techniques. Some of the techniques offered by Ehrenfeld are the 

protection of nesting beaches, feeding grounds, and other aquatic habitats; use of 

hatcheries and short-range transplantation of nests to protect eggs at the nesting beaches; 

conservation education; control of international trade; national and international 

coordination of conservation strategies; and dissemination of improved fishing trawls. 105 

All of the techniques proposed by Carr and Ehrenfeld are utilized at Padre Island 

National Seashore.  

Although these works have showcased some of the positive outcomes in the 

attempt to conserve and protect sea turtles, they still remain in a rather negative situation. 

Many solutions have been the suppression of hunting and harvesting pressures, however 

there still remained other destabilizing factors, such as global climate change, pollution, 

merchant vessels traffic, and deadly pathogens introduced by humans. The Texas 

shrimping industry grew to be one of the largest shrimping operations in the United 

States. By 1978, American shrimpers were already banned from Mexican waters by order 

of the Mexican government in an effort to protect declining sea turtle populations.106 

                                                
104 David Ehrenfeld, “Options and Limitations in the Conservation of Sea Turtles,” in Biology and 
Conservation of Sea Turtles, edited by Karen Bjorndal (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institute Press, 
1999) 457. 
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Many Kemp’s Ridley, loggerhead and hawksbill sea turtles, had been snared as “bycatch” 

and drowned.  

Some scholars, such as Robert Maril, have fervently defended the commercial 

shrimp fishery as the most important fishery in the United States. He argues that the 

“Texas shrimp industry is the most productive of all state fisheries.”107 Among Texas 

waters, the green turtle was the first to have reports of population declines, which 

according to Maril, environmental groups wrongfully blamed shrimpers.108 Both Archie 

Carr and Dr. Henry Hildebrand have mentioned their efforts to interview several shrimp 

fishermen to determine how many sea turtles were being caught.109 According to 

shrimpers, the amount of turtles incidentally caught was not enough to constitute blame 

for the massive decreases in turtle populations. However, population numbers continued 

to decline and biologists continued to argue that “incidental capture of sea turtles in 

shrimp trawls [was] the most important human cause of sea turtle mortality.”110 In the 

late 1980s increased sea turtle mortalities coincided with shrimp fishing seasons, which 

led to increased tensions between fishermen and conservationists. 

Throughout environmental scholarship there appears to be a consistent theme of 

disconnect among groups regarding the need for conservation or what kind of 

conservation. For the implementation of conservation efforts without compromising 

sustainable industry, there must be cooperation among legislators, scientists, biologists, 

                                                
107 Robert Maril, The Bay Shrimpers of Texas: Rural Fishermen in a Global Economy (Lawrence, Kansas: 
University Press of Kansas, 1995). 
108 Maril, The Bay Shrimpers of Texas, 160-170. 
109 Carr, The Windward Road; Henry Hildebrand, interviewed by David Todd, February 21, 2000, 
Conservation History Association of Texas, Texas Legacy Records, Houston, Texas. 
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110 Caillouet Jr. et al., “Sea Turtle Strandings and Shrimp Fishing Effort in the Northwestern Gulf of 
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and fishermen. What is unique about Padre Island National Seashore’s case is that there 

was a significant amount of cooperation and communication among different state, 

federal, and international agencies with the intent of increasing scientific knowledge and 

protection within the marine environment for endangered sea turtles, especially the 

Kemp’s Ridley.   

 

Kemp’s Ridley, A Texas Treasure  

Archie Carr for years pondered over the mysteriousness of the ridley sea turtle, 

the smallest of sea turtle species. In one of his major works, The Windward Road, Carr 

dedicates an entire chapter to the “Riddle of the Ridley.”111 One of the many mysteries 

that surrounded the Kemp’s Ridley was where the name “ridley” even came from, which 

biologists still ponder today. Richard Kemp first spotted the small turtle in Key West, 

Florida being transported from the fishing docks to a local cannery.112 He noticed the 

ridley among the many green turtles that were at the heart of the turtle industry in Key 

West. Kemp obtained a specimen and sent it off to be identified, hence its name Kemp’s 

ridley. Kemp’s Ridley sea turtles are considered “bastard” turtles due to the hypothesis 

that they are the product of a green turtle and a loggerhead turtle. The biggest mystery 

that Archie Carr struggled with was where Kemp’s Ridley nested, that was the great 

“riddle of the ridley.” In a lecture given at the University of Florida Thane Wibbels, who 

was a biologist involved in the initial bi-national effort for the recovery of the ridley, 

                                                
111 Archie Carr, The Windward Road: Adventures of a Naturalist on Remote Caribbean Shores rev. ed., 
(Tallahassee, Florida: University Presses of Florida, 1979). 
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states that in 1938 “we still just have folklore, there is no science here.”113 The unknown 

nesting location of this particular turtle caused significant concern among conservation 

biologists, such as Carr, that this species would be at a higher risk of extinction. 

The Kemp’s Ridley sea turtles are considered by many biologists as unusual. 

They tend to nest only during the day, unlike the other marine turtle species, and in large 

synchronized groups known as arribadas. Adult Kemp’s Ridley turtles are typically 

found within shallow areas of the Gulf of Mexico where the bottom consists mainly of 

mud or sand. This specific turtle species is distributed throughout the Gulf of Mexico and 

along the U.S. Atlantic coast. However, according to Thane Wibbels it is more of a Gulf 

of Mexico species.114 Females are known to only migrate between the breeding site and 

the nesting beach, while males tend to stay offshore from the nesting beach year round.115 

The first confirmed Kemp’s Ridley nesting event on the shores of Rancho Nuevo, 

Mexico was revealed by a film shot by Andres Herrera in 1947.116 Surprisingly, this film 

did not make it into the hands of sea turtle biologists until 1961, when Dr. Henry 

Hildebrand, a field biologist from Kansas, received a letter from his friend David 

Caldwell notifying him of the phenomenon.117 Accordingly, Dr. Hildebrand hurried to the 

                                                
113 Ibid. 
114 Ibid. 
115 “Kemp’s Ridley Sea Turtle (Lepidochelys kempii),” NOAA Fisheries, accessed April 1, 2018, 
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/species/turtles/kempsridley.html.  
116 “1947 clip of an arribada,” accessed March 25, 2018, http://www.seaturtleinc.org/1947-clip-of-an-
arribada-what-healthy-sea-turtle-populations-should-look-like/. 
117 Carr, The Windward Road,xiii-xxxii; Henry Hildebrand, interview by David Todd February 21, 2000, 
Conservation History Association of Texas, Texas Legacy Records, Houston, Texas. 
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Heartbreak Turtle, directed by Mark A. Schiebl (1984), University of Houston Libraries Online, accessed 
March 9, 2018, https://av.lib.uh.edu/media_ objects/9593tv123; W.D. Jones, Padre Island National 
Seashore: An Administrative History. (National Park Service, 1999). National Park History Online 
(Accessed May 24, 2017). 
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Mexican coast to look into “the turtle situation.”118 Herrera’s film showcased a massive 

arribada, the Mexican word for “arrival,” on the shores of Rancho Nuevo, Mexico near 

Tamaulipas. Arribadas traditionally described the phenomenon of large amounts of 

female sea turtles coming ashore to lay eggs; Herrera’s film documented an estimated 

40,000 nesters. According to Carr, it was the highest concentrated reproductive event 

ever recorded for any vertebrate animal at the time.119 The riddle of the ridley’s nesting 

location was solved however, the biology of the Kemp’s Ridley was still relatively 

unknown. Although the 1947 Rancho Nuevo arribada was the largest ever recorded, each 

documented arribada that followed was significantly smaller in size. This led naturalists 

and conservation biologists to realize that the Kemp’s Ridley population was rapidly 

declining and recovery measures must be taken.    

Padre Island National Seashore was once again highlighted among several local 

and state newspapers, as the park was chosen to be the location for the establishment of a 

secondary nesting site for Kemp’s Ridley sea turtles. In bold letters, “VALLEY 

CONSERVATIONISTS WORK WITH PARK BOARD TO REESTABLISH SEA 

TURTLE NESTING ON SOUTH PADRE,” an editorial from the Port Isabel Press 

advertised an early step by step recovery method carried by local Texas conservation 

groups such as the Valley Sportsmen Club.120 The participation of local conservation 

groups, who expressed their support for the establishment of the park early on, appeared 

to increase as the story of the Kemp’s Ridley received more media attention. People like 

                                                
118 Henry Hildebrand, interview by David Todd, February 21, 2000, Conservation History Association of 
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Dearl Adams, the president of the Valley Sportsmen Club, and his wife Ethel aided in the 

initial effort to transplant eggs to Padre Island National Seashore. News stories continued 

to run, closely following the progress of the sea turtles and covering if any returned to 

Padre Island. Such titles as, “Will The Turtles Return? No One Knows!” (1966), “Turtles 

have Hatched On Padre Beach” (1964), “Tracking the Turtle From Tortugero” (1966), 

showcase a sense of excitement and genuine interest among visitors, especially Texans 

once they figured out what was happening right in their coastal backyard.121 What early 

local conservation groups such as Adams and the Valley Sportsman Club did was raise 

the public awareness and in 1966 the Mexican government placed marines along Rancho 

Nuevo to protect the nests from poachers. In 1970 the Kemp’s Ridley was formally added 

as an endangered species under the Endangered Species Conservation Act of 1969, which 

was later superseded by the Endangered Species Act of 1973. Kemp’s Ridley was also 

declared the most endangered sea turtle by the International Union for Conservation 

(IUNC).122  

In 1978 Padre Island National Seashore initiated a natural resource program, the 

“Kemp’s Ridley Sea Turtle Restoration and Enhancement Program,” to aid in the 

recovery of the turtle species.123 The program was designed and proposed by Padre Island 

National Seashore’s chief naturalist Robert Whistler and marine biologist Henry 
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Hildebrand. This program involved the cooperation among several federal, state, and 

Mexican agencies, such as U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), National Park 

Service (NPS), National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), Texas Parks and Wildlife 

Department, and the Instituto Nacional de Pesca of Mexico, making it the first 

collaboration of its kind. Several of the biologists commented on the uniqueness of Padre 

Island National Seashore because both the United States and Mexico share the same 

natural resource of marine turtles, which required the cooperation of both parties for the 

program’s success.124 Peter Pritchard, who studied under Carr at the University of 

Florida, frankly defined the saving of diversity and declining species as an issue of 

morality. In an educational video produced by the local Houston television channel 

KUHT-TV about the Kemp’s Ridley recovery program, Pritchard condemns idleness 

when it comes to conservation stating, “What’s the alternative, the alternative is not to 

bother, and if you don’t bother with this species and you don’t bother with that one, what 

kind of a world are you going to end up with?”125 Pritchard’s statement conveys a 

universal understanding among most conservationists that there is a responsibility to 

protect the world’s species and neglect cannot become an option. His statement also 

provides insight into the urgency felt by several of the biologists for both countries. The 

little turtle had facilitated important international cooperation within the Gulf of Mexico.   

From 1978 through 1988 the recovery program collected and transported up to 

two thousand eggs annually in Styrofoam boxes from Rancho Nuevo to Padre Island, 

where they were incubated in the sands of the national seashore. Hatchlings were allowed 

                                                
124 The Heartbreak Turtle, directed by Mark A. Schiebl (1984), University of Houston Libraries Online, 
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to crawl down the surf, in hopes that they might imprint on the site and later return as 

adults. The young turtles were then netted and passed on to the National Marine Fisheries 

Service laboratory in Galveston to help boost the chances of them making it to maturity. 

The juvenile turtles were then released back into the Gulf of Mexico from the beaches of 

Padre Island National Seashore. This process was known as head-starting.126 Although 

the head-starting program ended in 1988, it served the purpose of expanding the natural 

history of what was a rather mysterious marine turtle species and drew the attention of 

the public towards the importance of protecting endangered species. Biologists and 

rangers continued to monitor beaches for the return the adult head-started turtles during 

the late spring and summer months. However, it was not until 1996 that Dr. Donna 

Shaver found the first of the program’s head-started turtles nesting on Padre Island.127 

This discovery proved that head-started turtles would return to the beaches from which 

they were imprinted on. 

Kemp’s Ridley turtles still faced many offshore threats. Their routes in the Gulf of 

Mexico continued to intersect with shrimp trawls of a large commercial fishing fleet 

based out of US and Mexican ports. In 1990, to limit the bycatch drownings in U.S. 

waters, the National Marine Fisheries Service and U.S. Coast Guard enforced a new 

public law requiring all shrimping vessels to use Turtle Excluder Devices (TED), a 

trapdoor in the trawl net that released turtles and debris.128 The creation and enactment of 
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TEDs led to another heated conflict between shrimpers and conservationists.129 Scientists 

determined that the bycatch of sea turtles had significantly decreased during the first few 

years of the new TED regulations. However, the amount of stranded sea turtles on Texas 

beaches, both dead and alive, continued to climb and reached a peak by 1994.130  

Although bycatch of sea turtles had decreased with the implementation of TEDs, 

stranded sea turtles became more and more of a concern for biologists. The Sea Turtle 

Stranding and Salvage Network was created by the National Marine Fisheries Service to 

monitor and collect data concerning sea turtles that either washed ashore dead or injured.  

Satellite tracking became an important tool for biologists in 1999 to determine sea turtle 

migration patterns and whether or not they overlapped with shrimping routes.131 Dr. 

Shaver, through satellite tracking, discovered that Kemp’s Ridley migrations and 

shrimping seasons did overlap. The continued impact of the shrimping industry on sea 

turtle populations led to the more state regulations on when and where shrimpers could 

work. By the year 2000 Texas shrimpers were banned from fishing within five nautical 

miles of Padre Island. Texas Parks and Wildlife also designated seasonal closures of the 

shrimp fisheries that ran from December 1st through mid-May.132 According to Shaver, 

the partnership between the Padre Island National Seashore and Texas Parks and Wildlife 

led to the successful reduction of shrimping related incidents among the Kemp’s Ridley 

                                                
129 Another interesting work regarding the conflict between shrimpers and conservationists regarding TEDs 
is Anthony Margavio and Forsyth, Caught in the Net: The Conflict Between Shrimpers and 
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14.  
131 Donna Shaver et al., “Movements of adult male Kemp’s ridley sea turtles (Lepidochelys kempii) in the 
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population.133 Today, incidental capture and stranding of sea turtles by shrimp trawls is 

not considered as significant a problem as it was in the late twentieth century, which has 

mended the relationships between Texas shrimpers and sea turtle conservationists. 

In 2002, Dr. Shaver became the Texas Coordinator of the Sea Turtle Stranding 

and Salvage Network and Chief of the Sea Turtle Science and Recovery Division at 

Padre Island National Seashore. She had started at Padre Island National Seashore as a 

Student Conservation Association Volunteer in 1980 and continued to dedicate her life to 

the study and recovery of the Kemps’ Ridley. The Division of Sea Turtle Science and 

Recovery at Padre Island National Seashore became the only division of its kind 

throughout the entirety of the National Park Service. It was built from the ground up by 

Shaver and her ability to bring in a significant amount of funding and public awareness to 

the Kemp’s Ridley program on Padre Island National Seashore.134  The division 

continues to monitor and protect nesting sea turtles, examine and tag all turtles using 

satellite telemetry, and coordinate public hatchling releases. Its secondary purpose was to 

be a primary educational tool to raise public awareness about the endangered species, but 

also to aid the public, especially native Texans, in understanding the park’s role, and their 

own, in safeguarding the state’s natural heritage.  

The Kemp’s Ridley sea turtle project received more media attention than any 

other conservation project initiated by Padre Island National Seashore, according to the 

National Park Service. It is a model example of incorporating and educating the public 

and considered one of the park administration’s most successful natural resource 
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programs.135 This effort successfully resulted in a noticeable shift in public attention and 

attitudes toward better stewardship of Texas’ overall coastline.  

 

Conclusion 

For a creature that rose to symbolize the dedication of Padre Island National 

Seashore of wildlife protection and recovery, it took several conservationists and 

biologists to direct the cooperation of federal and state agencies to save these endangered 

turtles. People such as Archie Carr, Robert Whistler, Henry Hildebrand, Dearl Adams, 

Peter Pritchard, Charles Calliouet, and Donna Shaver, among many others, dedicated 

decades to the protection of the Kemp’s Ridley sea turtle. In the end, the “Kemp’s Ridley 

Sea Turtle Restoration and Enhancement Program” led to Padre Island National 

Seashore’s ability to become a national leader in sea turtle research and conservation and 

a leader in public education and advocacy. This chapter has demonstrated how the 

success of Padre Island National Seashore is different from other environmental 

narratives based on the cooperation and communication among different state, federal, 

and international agencies and having its own division dedicated to the further study of 

sea turtles in Texas. Additionally, this chapter highlighted the steady increase of sea turtle 

research and advocacy carried out by key naturalists, conservationists, and biologists. The 

development of sea turtle conservation in Texas was a fairly positive and successful 

program, that gained a lot of political and public support, and led to the sea turtle’s 

elevated status as the symbol of Padre Island. 
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CHAPTER V 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

Forty years have passed since the bi-national program to save the Kemp’s Ridley 

sea turtles began. The relationships formed and the research gathered since the program’s 

creation has led to the elimination of several anthropogenic factors that have depleted sea 

turtle populations for decades along the Texas Coast as well as the Gulf of Mexico. Past 

threats of shrimping trawls, hunting and poaching appear to cause less of a concern 

among conservationist and biologists since the materialization of sea turtle rehabilitation 

and recovery programs. However, Patrick Gamman, Chief of Interpretation at Padre 

Island National Seashore, says that he wouldn’t necessarily call it a complete victory 

story, just yet. For Gamman, there is still plenty of work to be done for the protection of 

sea turtles at Padre Island.  

The Kemp’s Ridley programs had steadily improved sea turtle nesting populations 

since the 1960s. However, Dr. Shaver expressed concern about recent drops in nesting 

numbers. “After reaching a low of only 702 nests world-wide in 1985, nesting increased 

exponentially through 2009, but declines during 2010,” which left recovery rates in 2011 

and 2012 lower than expended, laments Shaver.136 She explains further that due to the 

concentrated breeding habitats within the western Gulf of Mexico, Kemp’s Ridley sea 

turtles at higher risks of human and natural threats. 137 In just the past five years Padre 

Island National Seashore has been faced with challenges caused by several environmental 
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events such as hurricanes and drastic drops in temperature. Events such as these have 

risen to become the new major focus of sea turtle conservation in the Gulf of Mexico.  

The coast of Texas was struck by a massive Category 4 hurricane on August 25, 

2017 near Rockport. The last Category 4 hurricane to hit Texas was Hurricane Carla, 

which left forty six people dead and forcing a half-million to evacuate.138 As the storm 

surge increased, conservationists and biologists raced to collect the eggs of endangered 

sea turtles along South Padre Island. If eggs were not collected from the nests, they 

would have undoubtedly drowned in the surge. Once collected, the eggs were placed in 

the typical Styrofoam boxes and allowed to incubate while riding out the storm.139 

According to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the Kemp’s Ridley nesting season had 

already concluded by the time Hurricane Harvey hit the Texas coast and the incubation 

facility on Padre Island sustained minimal damage.140 Storm surges have played a major 

role in the shaping of Padre Island and the whole of Texas’ coast. These massive and 

powerful surges naturally affect the wildlife who inhabit the shorelines. The fast response 

of conservationists, biologists, and volunteers prevented what could have been a 

substantial blow to the sea turtle populations of the Texas coast. 

January 1-5, 2018 Padre Island National Seashore also experienced the largest sea 

turtle cold stunning event on the Texas coast since the Sea Turtle Stranding and Salvage 
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Network was established in 1980. Once again, it was both state and federal organizations 

such as Padre Island National Seashore, National Marine Fisheries Service, US Fish and 

Wildlife Service, Texas Sea Life Center, and Texas State Aquarium, that set out to rescue 

and rehabilitate all stranded sea turtles that washed ashore. Over 3,500 sea turtles were 

found state wide, most of which were found in Laguna Madre. Cold stunning occurs 

when water temperatures drop below 50 degrees Fahrenheit, which results in turtles 

washing ashore, dead and alive, due to the inability to swim and dive.141 According to 

Shaver, hypothermic stunning was recognized as the leading cause of stranded green 

turtles from as early as 1980 up until 2016, and now with the largest occurrence in 

2018.142 In an interview Shaver states that “we wouldn’t have had the ability to, if all 

those pieces wouldn’t have fallen into place earlier with the partnerships, with the 

awareness, and knowing that we have to work together to save the species.”143 Although 

the recent cold stunning events have affected the green turtle more significantly than the 

Kemp’s Ridley, it was from the relationships formed through the Kemp’s Ridley Sea 

Turtle Restoration and Enhancement Program of 1978 that allowed for the swift 

mobilization of local organizations and volunteers to help rescue the overwhelming 

amount of stunned sea turtles. The national seashore had successfully raised the public’s 

awareness of sea turtles on the Texas coast, “but it’s taken decades…its forty years of 

starting relationships,” states Shaver.144  

Sea turtles, specifically the Kemp’s Ridley, have become a part of the natural 

                                                
141 Donna Shaver et. al., “Hypothermic stunning of green sea turtles in a western Gulf of Mexico foraging 
habitat,”PLoS One 12 (March 2017).   
142 Shaver, “Hypothermic Stunning,” 2.   
143 Donna Shaver, interview by author, January 29, 2018. 
144 Donna Shaver, interview by author, January 29, 2018. 
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heritage and identity of the Texas coast, especially Padre Island. In an interview, Donna 

Shaver, recollected that when she first started at Padre Island National Seashore not a 

single piece of sea turtle merchandise could be found within the park’s gift shop, but that 

is not the case anymore.145 When Dr. Shaver first started as a Student Conservation 

Association Volunteer the largest threats to Kemp’s Ridley were human related. 

Although human activity along the Texas coast still needs to be monitored for the future 

safety of turtle populations, environmental parameters have recently had a more direct 

affect. However, it is from the knowledge gained and relationships formed through the 

efforts to save the Kemp’s Ridley sea turtle, that has led to faster conservation and 

preventive conservation measures.    

Padre Island National Seashore has come to be associated with sea turtles and 

their conservation. As visitors drive the length of the island to reach the Malaquite Visitor 

Center, a massive white water tower appears in the distance with “Padre Island” painted 

in blue alongside the image of a bright green sea turtle. Sea turtles had come to be 

directly associated with Padre Island National Seashore and a part of the state’s identity. 

Therefore, the continued need to protect and conserve these creatures remained a large 

part of the park’s planning beyond just advocating for more policy. Although 

environmental policy is important and needed, people still need to become a part of the 

solution. 

 

 

 

                                                
145 Donna Shaver, Interview by author, January 29, 2018. 
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