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NH Fish and Game Enters the Computer Era 
By Eric Orff, Retired Fish and Game Biologist 
 
When I first started work at the New Hampshire Fish 
and Game Department in the fall of 1976, I had never 
before heard the words “personal computer.” Actually, 
those words were still a few years off with the PC 
becoming popular in the 1980s. 
 
But let me tell you about the state of computerization 
when I landed the job as New Hampshire’s first black 
bear biologist in the fall of 1978. My first computer was 

literally a knitting needle with a wooden handle. Yup, just a few steps up from an abacus. 
As the state’s first bear biologist, I was immediately introduced to the McBee Card 
System. This way of counting bears had been adopted in 1956 – the first year after the 
bounty of $20 was removed from the bear’s head. Biologist Supervisor Dave White had 
been tallying bear numbers by town, sex of bear, manner of take and a few other 
variables for over two decades before I came on board. Dave had been doing it all with a 
knitting needle. So as the new bear biologist, I was given the task of assessing the bear 
kill in the same way – read on to learn how this worked! 
 
Basically, the McBee Card System was a ten-
inch by three-inch card where I would 
transcribe the information from the bear kill 
forms filled out at deer and bear check stations 
(even then bears had to be officially 
registered). The form included the hunter’s 
name, town of kill, method of kill, date of kill 
and a very interesting question, “What was the 
bear feeding on when killed?”  
 
Around the edges of the cards were punched 
holes that were covered by a label. Here you 
would find “date, sex, dogs used, while deer hunting.” There was a hole for each month 
in the three-month season, a hole for male, a hole for female and one for unknown sex as 
well, and so forth. 
 
My kids were just toddlers back in the late 70’s and early 80’s so I usually took the week 
off between Christmas and New Year’s to be with them. But I found it relaxing to start 
work on the “bear cards” during the week, even though I was on vacation. I would finish 
transcribing the data to the cards and then start “notching” the cards. This process used a 
handy little nipper, like a hole punch, that actually cut a “U” in the card at the appropriate 
spot. For a male bear, I would notch the hole below the “M.” Around the card I would 
notch the corresponding holes to match the data transcribed from the kill forms.  
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How exciting it would be by week’s end that I could start “sorting” the cards! You see, 
when you ran the needle into the stack of cards, say along the “M” for male, and shook 
the cards, only the males bears fell out. Voila! My computer (the knitting needle) gave 
me only male bear cards. I could sort them by month, whether dogs were used, or bait 
(less than ten into the 1980s, as I recall) or any one of the other variables. Yes, I was 
computing. 
 
By the early 1980’s I had heard about the things called personal computers, but as far as I 
knew, there was no hope of getting one at the office. No one in state government had a 
personal computer.  
 
My serendipitous life led the way in turning things around. I met a fellow who had been a 
trapper in the northern part of the state.  He got me very interested in the thoughts of 
getting a PC. I just didn’t realize how difficult it would be. By the early 1980s, not only 
was I the state’s bear biologist, but I was also chosen to be the furbearer project leader. 
And don’t get me going on how we kept track of a dozen furbearer species by numbers 
by town!  
 
So, trapper Bob Lottero of Jefferson, owner of Northern Technology, took me under his 
wing in 1984. Bob had started his computer company in 1979 and convinced me that 
putting the bear and furbearer information on a computer would make my life much 
easier. Of course, since Fish and Game didn’t have one, Bob offered to help by using his 
PC. All I had to do was to drive up to Jefferson and have at it. Bob was more than 
generous with his computer, but since he was running a business, I had to come up in the 
evening to do my Fish and Game work. 
 
So beginning in the fall of 1984, I started driving up to Jefferson, most weeks arriving 
around 5:00 p.m., just as his employees were leaving. But wait, not only did I get Bob’s 
undivided attention, but most nights I sat down beforehand with his family for dinner. 
Then we would work into the night setting up the programs to glean the data, as well as 
me slowly entering it. My diary says I typically arrived home at one or two in the 
morning.  
 
And so, the PC came into my life. My 1985 diary shows me going up to Jefferson two or 
three times a month through the winter until at least May. During this time, Bob had 
helped me spec out a new PC for Fish and Game. Of course I was told that we didn’t 
have money for such a thing. Here again, Bob’s persistence and hard work paid off. My 
supervisor, Henry Laramie, said there were extra federal dollars that were unspent 
because the Department lacked sufficient state matching dollars and I could use Federal 
money if I could find a match. Well, as it turned out, all the time Bob had been 
volunteering could be used as the state’s match.  
 
Even then things didn’t turn around very fast. A note in my diary says I had been trying 
to acquire a PC since early in 1984. My diary notes that it was in April 1985 that the 
Department’s first PC arrived – over a year since I first began the process. I was told by a 
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state employee that Fish and Game had the first PC owned by any state agency. Even 
then, I continued to go up to Jefferson frequently to improve the programs or fix glitches. 
 
As it turns out, Bob’s time was still very valuable. Folks from the other Fish and Game 
Divisions soon marveled at this new technology and wanted their own PCs. Well, thank 
you again, Bob. We used his volunteer time yet again for the state match, and used 
federal dollars to buy two more PC’s. One went to Fisheries, and one went to Law 
Enforcement in the fall of 1985.  
 
So, that’s how a bear biologist started the computer revolution at the Fish and Game 
Department! 
 
Eric Orff 
Epsom, NH 
 
***** 
Eric Orff is a wildlife biologist with the National Wildlife Federation, since his retirement 
from Fish and Game in 2007. He is on the board of directors of the NH Wildlife 
Federation, and the New England Outdoor Writers Association. His web site is 
www.nhfishandwildlife.com 
 


