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WISCONSIN 
CONSERVATION 
HALL OF FAME 

Martin Hanson

'It's the hand of man that 
destroyed it <the natural 
environment>; the hand of 
man can bring it back far 
greater by management.' 

-Martin Hanson
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Martin Hanson's life has been devoted to conservation and preservation of natural 

resources. For this, he is much beloved by friends and associates. 

A quiet man who lives alone in the north woods near Mellen, he has played an 

important role in scores of conservation causes. He lined up local support one person at a 

time for the Apostle Islands National Seashore. He worked to help gain Wild and Scenic 

River status for the St. Croix and Namekagon rivers. His north woods retreat has been a 

get-away for conservationists and politicians for years. When the Martin Hanson Theater 

was dedicated at the sprawling Northern Great Lakes Visitors Center near Ashland, 

hundreds showed up. He's known across the north and well beyond. He has literally 

worked on conservation causes elbow-to-elbow with world leaders. An example: 

In September 1963, President John F. Kennedy visited northern Wisconsin as part 

of a conservation tour. 

Kennedy boarded a military helicopter to tour the Apostle Islands of Lake 

Superior. He was joined by U.S. Sen. Gaylgrd Nelson; Gov. John Reynolds; U.S. 

Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall; and Secretary of Agriculture Orville Freeman. 

The helicopter also took aboard Hanson, an expert on the islands, who acted as the 

president's guide. 

Years later, Hanson would recall the helicopter ride in an interview with the 

Milwaukee Journal. "On the helicopter, I was lecturing the president about the Apostles. I 

said you could get them cheap, but he didn't seem too interested. Then he saw a big 

group of sailing boats and his eyes lit up. Here was the Massachusetts sailor seeing some 

of the best sailing water around," Hanson said. 

Two months later, Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas. But his support gave the 

Apostles project a needed boost. In 1970, after continuing efforts by Hanson and others, 

President Richard Nixon signed a bill sponsored by Nelson to create a 42,000-acre 

Apostle Island National Lakeshore that preserved 20 of the 22 islands. 

Milwaukee Journal reporter Paul G. Hayes wrote of the campaign to establish the 

National Lakeshore, "Anyone who remembers the effort, including his opponents, says it 

was Martin's tenacity that got the job done locally." Hanson is quick to deflect attention. 

In an interview for this biography, he talked sparingly about his long list of conservation 

achievements. "I've tried to be a good citizen," he said. "I try to stick with things, but 
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occasions where a number of people were giving speeches commemorating the 

reintroduction effort. Thank-yous and pats on the back were given generously by 

politicians and DNR personnel. As I recall these speeches, little mention was given to the 

efforts of Martin Hanson." 

For one who has never sought fanfare, that probably didn't bother Martin Hanson. 

MARTIN HANSON 

BIRTH: Jan 23, 1927, Oak Park, Illinois 

EDUCATION: Grade school and high school in Oak Park, Illinois 
Attended Northwestern University Engineering School for 
three years. Left to join U.S. Navy. 

MILITARY SERVICE: Veteran, U.S. Navy, 1944-45. 
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OCCUPATIONAL 

A wildlife film maker, he created dozens of films, often used to influence decision
making and build support for various conservation projects. 

Served as home secretary for U.S. Rep. David Obey for 13 years. 

Headed Wisconsin campaign for Rep. Morris Udall for President in 1976. 

AFFILIATIONS 

Chair, Wisconsin Council for Resource Development and Conservation, 1962-72. The 
group was formed at the behest of then Gov. Gaylord Nelson to provide a unified 
statewide voice speaking on key conservation issues. 

Life member, Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation. 
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