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CHAIRMAN’S NOTE    By Mike Beagle

Confronting BHA’s Growing Pains

Over a cold weekend in Boise, Idaho, this winter the BHA Board of 
Directors convened an important annual in-person meeting. It was a 
good time of thinking, debating and old fashioned b.s.-ing. 

It’s been nearly five years since BHA consisted of seven friends sitting 
around a campfire here in Eagle Point, Oregon.   Throughout our history, 
BHA has relied upon a nearly 100 percent voluntary effort to make our style 
of boots-on-the-ground conservation work. 

 A few stubborn facts crop up again and again: 
One, we are all busy. We’ve got jobs, families and commitments. And, oh 

yeah, we like to get outside and hunt and fish in our precious free time. 
Two, as BHA grows, the workload grows with it.  It takes a lot more work 

keeping track of 1200 members than it did tracking a couple dozen.
Our board members are volunteers as 

well. And we’re a working board. We divide 
up the workload as best we can into work-
ing groups and try our best to keep up with 
what’s going on in the world of conserva-
tion and issues that impact our hunting and 
angling heritage. 

Yet there are many times that our work 
gets delayed because we simply don’t have 
the time in the day to accomplish all of the 
little things and big things that make BHA 
click. Lots of times our work gets pushed to 
the side of our desks and we get to it when 
we can. 

The bottom line is, BHA has grown to 
the point we can no longer function on an 
all-volunteer basis.

 With that in mind, our board voted 
unanimously to take a more formal and 
professional approach to running our opera-
tions. In the next six months to one year, 
BHA will be pursuing grants to enable us to 

hire an Executive Director and a Backcountry Coordinator. Having the ability 
to coordinate, organize and stay tuned into the fluid world of conservation and 
politics is crucial for us. We need the ability to lead and not just react. 

 It’s a big step that proposes as many questions as it answers. We are now 
drafting a plan for raising the thousands of dollars it takes to support a profes-
sional staff. It will take a mix of grants, dues, donations and luck to recruit the 
right people.

There’s no guarantee that we’ll get all of the money that we need. But 
we’ll keep plugging away on our time to make this happen. In doing so, we’ll 
be more focused, organized and in the long run, more effective at protecting 
what we love! 
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With that in mind, 
our board voted unani-
mously to take a more 
formal and profession-
al approach to running 
our operations. In the 
next six months to one 
year, BHA will be pur-
suing grants to enable 
us to hire an Executive 
Director and a Back-
country Coordinator. 



Backcountry Journal, Spring 2009            3

B.H.A. NEWS        

BHA members get a bang for their buck

MIGRATING?
If you move camp, please 
send us your new address, 
so you don’t miss anything!
Email your address change 
to membership@
backcountryhunters.org, or 
mail to BHA, P.O. Box 655, 
Eagle Point, OR 97524.

The scenery is beautiful!
Wish you were here!

Your advertisement can grace the pages of Backcountry 
Journal’s stunning new magazine format and reach the 
members of the Backcountry Hunters & Anglers. 
For information about advertising, call 541-538-8655.

Education

Programs

Admin

Grants

Dues

Backcountry Hunters & Anglers 
wrapped up a successful 2008, 
ending with the organization 

on very solid financial footing. BHA 
continued to gain new members, earn 
the confidence for new life members, 
and land some medium-sized grants for 
specific projects.
 We were able to continue hiring 
professional bookkeeping services of 
Arlene Holmes to keep better track of our 
membership base. We also took the new 
step of hiring part-time contractors to 
help our boots-on-the-ground organizing 
and professional services to assist us in 

our educational duties.
 BHA hired part-time field organizer 
Dustin Witcherman in West Virginia to 
organize hunters and anglers to conserve 
habitat on the Monongahela National 
Forest in the Mountain State. Before 
year-end BHA also hired Greg Munther, 
of Missoula, Mont., to spearhead a 
fundraising campaign. That will include 
direct-mail outreach and staffing several 
leading sportsmen’s shows.
 BHA hired Montana-based video-
graphers Randy and Kristin Wimberg 
and producer Ken Barrett to produce a 
video focusing on protecting backcountry 

from off-road vehicle abuse and overuse. 
That video is now available at www.
backcountryhunters.org and on Youtube. 
Search “backcountry hunters anglers.”
 Another big advance for 2008 was 
moving to a full-color magazine format 
for Backcountry Journal.
 BHA’s board continues to focus on 
protecting backcountry and particularly 
protecting habitat from the excesses of 
off-road vehicles. Our organizational 
goals continue to focus on membership 
growth and recruitment. Outreach and 
education continues to be where most of 
our money is spent.

BHA’s Income & Expense Report for 2008

     Income: Total: $43,706   Expense: Total: $39,322

Education: 
$20,522Programs/

chapters: 
$11,239

Administration: 
$7,569

Donations/
dues: 

$25,206

Grants: 
$18,500
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The mountain goats of the Kenai 
and Chugach Mountains live 
scattered along the margins 
of  ice fields and glaciers 

all year round. Although we see them 
occasionally lower down during green up, 
they are typically at the highest points a 
person would care to search. 
     They’re confident, sturdy, fearless and 
reserved creatures, a character that makes 
them completely at home on terrain 
unfit for most animals and fairly easy to 
stalk if, like them, you enjoy exposure.  
  I was fortunate to draw a tag for a 
limited goat hunt in a unit of Kachemak 
Bay State Park for the fall of 2008. My 
husband, Dave, had hunted an adjacent unit 
in 2007, and brought home a fine billy. His 
hunt sounded hard, intriguing, and goat 
meat turned out to be my favorite. I decided 
then that I should try to provide the next 
round of goat. If I wasn’t up to the task, I 
probably didn’t deserve to eat the animal. 
      The morning of August 10th was fine 
flying weather, and we hitched a ride with 
our friend Tom across the bay and up the 
river to the glacial lake a the toe of the 
Woznesinski Glacier. The upper valley 
is a young glacial amphitheater, and the 
peaks surrounding the glacier are rotten, 
recently exposed junk. This is typical of 
the park; little erosion has occurred and 
so the peaks are constantly sliding, flaking 
and spalling, making climbing difficult at 
best, and extremely hazardous in many 
areas. We knew this, and spent our first 
evening in camp planning out a route, 

binoculars in hand, to the group of goats 
we could just spot at the cloud line on the 
northeastern ridge above the glacier. 
 The route we chose started with a 
paddle up the lake in our inflatable kayaks 
to a jumble of big blocks at the outlet of 
the glacial river. There, we scrambled 
across buried ice on soft till, traversed a 
steep section of unconsolidated moraine, 
and turned straight up a stretch of thick 
alder over numerous gullies and steep 
hard rock. This brought us to the flanks 
of the peak, where we would traverse 
uphill on the 40 degree slope, cross 3 
snowfields, and head for the crags where 
we knew the billies would be hanging out. 
From camp, the snowfields looked steep, 

but we figured we would find the shortest 
way across when we stood next to them, 
with a better vantage.
 We started early the next morning 
and reached the upper slopes by mid 
afternoon, where the alpine flowers were 
in full bloom and the goat grass thick. We 
dropped our packs and headed towards 
the crags. Poking our heads over a final 
small ridge of rock, we spotted three 
billies bedded down at the base of the 
vertical rock. They were undisturbed and 
relaxed. 
 We had no cover for the remaining 
200 yards, and so we sat and watched 
the goats while I caught my breath. Dave 
helped me find a good rest in the rocks, 
and I picked one of the smaller billies 
to take, as he presented the best target. I 
was lucky to have such a good shot, and 
the billy rolled downhill after being hit, 
finally snagging in a small gully. The 
other billies watched in what seemed 
like confusion rather than alarm, turning 
and walking into the crags when they 
saw us get up. They never did panic. 
      We were ready to hike back to camp by 
around 4 pm. Dave was carrying the bulk 
of the weight, around 95 pounds, while I 
had 75. At this point we made a mistake.
    Although we knew better, we decided 
to try to find a route down that would 
avoid the steep snow. Crossing those long 
slopes with nothing but instep crampons 
and hiking poles was just too dangerous 
with full packs, and would require making 
multiple trips across. And so, we set off 

ough Hun
  

   laska Goat
By Louise Lyon

Alaska goats are a backcountry test.

T TforA S



Backcountry Journal, Spring 2009            5

downhill searching for a traverse that 
would allow us to skirt most of the snow.

After creeping down the edge 
of a cliff/snow boundary for 
about 300 feet, we came to a 
ravine that was draining the 

upper snowfields, undercutting our path. 
It looked unsafe to me, and a couple test 
steps proved that the ice bridge would not 
hold us. We had to find another way. 
 Of course, we should have headed 
back uphill to our original route, but 
instead, out of sheer stupid stubbornness, 
we continued dropping down, using the 
ravine as a path towards the cliffs that ran 
the length of the ridge at about 2000 feet 
elevation.
 We thought we might find a way 
through the cliffs via the drainage. At 
the cliff edge, we dropped into an alder 
thicket and edged our way close enough 
to drop-off to see it was a tumbling 
waterfall, too steep to attempt. Dropping 
my pack, and climbing up the other side, 
on a wet, nearly vertical bank, I thought I 
spotted a possible way out.
 Dave climbed half way up fully 
loaded, before he slipped and tumbled 
head-over-heels into the ravine, just above 
the cliff edge. He landed on his side, and 
I braced myself for the possibility he was 
badly hurt. 
 I yelled out to him, asking if he was 
okay. To my relief, he answered that he 
thought so. He got out of his pack and 
stood up slowly. His face was bloody 
but there was nothing broken. Other than 
needing some stitches along his jaw and 
being rattled, he was okay.
 The fall focused us completely. While 
Dave sat and gathered his wits, I scouted 
back up the slope for a traverse that would 
bring us to the alder maze we had taken 
up.
 I decided we would haul our gear 
back up the hill to lower edges of the 
snowfields, and make multiple trips 
across to the alder area. We geared up, 
climbed back upslope, and crossed the 
first snowfield twice each with half loads, 
ending up on an island of rock amidst the 
snow. 
 It was getting late. We had wasted 
much time and energy trying to find a 
quicker way down, and so Dave decided 
we should stash the goat in the rocks and 
head as quickly to camp as we could with 
light packs. With goat meat and hide left 
behind, we crossed a snow-filled gap 

between ridges, keeping our eyes on the 
other side and not looking down the 45-
degree slope to the jagged rocks at its base. 
We crossed the remaining snowfields, 
made our way down the alder maze in the 
growing gloom, and reached the traverse 
above the glacier at dark.
 We made our way very cautiously 
along the rotten edge of the moraine 
above the glacier, over the soft till, across 
a waterfall and down the enormous blocks 
to the alluvial flats. We were wasted by 
the time we got back to the kayaks and the 
paddle back to camp seemed farther than 
it was. We got back at about 12:15 AM, 
forced ourselves to eat and dropped into 
our bags.
 Our trip back up the mountain the 
next morning went well, though we were 
moving slowly. Sticking to our original 
route, we brought along the 200 feet of 
rope and set up a pulley system for moving 
gear across the snowfields. Having spent 
16 hours the day before hiking up and 
down the peak, we were pretty exhausted 
and wanted to avoid making more trips 
than necessary across the snow.

Half way down the hill, we 
confronted the problem of the 
goat hide. It had fallen into a 
small creek and had absorbed 

enough water to bump it’s weight up to 
something like 40 lbs. Moving it was 
adding too much time to our return trip, 
and so after some difficult consideration, 
we left it. 
 All told, the second day’s hike/meat 
retrieval took 13 hours. We arrived back 
in camp, with all the meat and the skull, 
in the very last of the usable light, right 
about 10 p.m.
 This hunt was particularly special 
for Dave and me. I love the mountains, 
and reaching high peaks, but our days of 
packing heavy loads out such places are 
coming to an end as we head into our 
50’s. In the future, we’ll do our goat and 
sheep hunts on the easier slopes, though 
we both value what hard hunts will do 
for friendships, and marriages. We came 
away from this hunt well satisfied, with 
our respect for our home mountains 
enhanced, and in awe of the goats that get 
fat living in such places.

Louise and Dave Lyon live off the grid and 
largely off the land near Homer, Alaska. 
Louise is secretary of the Alaska chapter 
of Backcountry Hunters & Anglers.

S
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I
n January 2008, a friend and I snowshoed up the Middle 
Fork of the Flathead River, into Montana’s rugged Bob 
Marshall Wilderness.  I didn’t know it at the time, but it 
would be one of those experiences that would make me 
think long and hard about important things and reminded 

me how quickly outdoor situations can go from fun to miserable 
to deadly.  
 Eric and I set out for a 3-day trip up the river.  While it was 
a relatively warm, 34-degree January day, we knew that a blast 
of Arctic weather would descend on us that evening.  It would 
dump another 12 inches on top of the already heavy snowpack. 
Expected lows would be 10-15 below zero. Blizzard conditions 
would accompany the front. 
  I love winter and feel, particularly if global warming models 
prove true, that every period of deep, purifying cold is a blessing 
that should be embraced.  But I don’t romanticize the season; it 
is a time of narrow margins for all life.  
 Eric and I did not take this trip lightly; after a long discussion 
and review of gear, we believed we could deal with the weather 
and deep snow. Looking back, I now remember a creeping 
feeling of trepidation, but overall I felt confident.
 Our route took us into the mouth of the Middle Fork canyon, 
which after a short time, boxed up on us.  We could not travel 
any further without crossing to the opposite shore.  Eric and I 
were invigorated and wanted to get upstream at least a couple 
miles; we were still close enough to the trailhead that we could 
hear the Burlington-Northern Railroad.
 However, crossing appeared nearly impossible. Only a 
short stretch of ice spanned the stream.  I looked at that ice for a 
moment.
  “That might work,” I said. Eric agreed. I went first. 
  Something told me to shuffle across quickly.  After about 
6 steps, the slushy surface gave way. “Damn,” I thought. “I’m 
going to have wet feet.”
 That thought quickly morphed as I continued to sink. I was in 
good, up to my bellybutton.  “Oh my god, I’m submerged…” 

 What typically happens in these situations is an initial 
minute or two of hyperventilation, due to shock of the initial 
immersion. I actually felt surprisingly warm and was spared this 
discomfort.  
 Fear and panic were now at hand. I wanted Eric to get me 
out of that water immediately. He suggested that I first remove 
my pack. When I did, I lost buoyancy and slipped several more 
inches. 
 I was facing upriver, standing in a large and deep back-eddy. 
The current began to pull me under and upstream, beneath the 
ice. 
 The large, Green Mountain snowshoes I wore complicated 
things.  I was unable to use my legs to reposition myself or swim 
properly. Eric grabbed my hand and incredibly, the ice held our 
combined weight. Had I been sucked completely under — or if 
my snowshoes had hung up — I could have had very serious 
problems.  
 I shouldered my pack and began shoeing back down river.  
 “What do you want to do?” Eric said.
 In my mildly freaked-out state of mind, I decided that since 
I was not completely miserable, this would be a good test of our 
woodsmanship. We were within a mile of the rig.  It would have 
been easy to make it back.
 I’ve written and thought extensively about people who either 
survive or die from outdoor mishaps. Typically, it isn’t a single 
dramatic event that initiates a survival episode, but a series of 
questionable decisions and seemingly harmless mistakes that 
starts a tailspin.  When you add uncontrolled fear and panic into 
the mix (injury, bad weather, lost gear, hypothermia) the results 
can be tragic.  
 It’s easy to second-guess.  But the fact is, things are rarely 
black and white. 
 Eric and I were motivated and wished to deal with the 
situation we were dealt.  The easy thing to do would have been 
to go home.  But we wanted to continue this experiment.  
 A promising, flat grove of forest stood not too far back from 

Winter Wilderness 
Dunking Tests Skills

By David Cronenwett

In Deep
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where I’d fallen in. We dumped our packs and began felling 
standing dead lodgepole pine for firewood and shelter materials. 
I had a sleeping bag, but knew getting a blaze going was going 
to be critical to my comfort that night, since I had no dry layers 
to put on.  
 About an hour into this operation, that storm blew in hard. 
The temperature plummeted. Yet as we worked, the only part of 
my body that was uncomfortably cold was my feet.
 We were now working in blizzard conditions. As close as 
we were to the car, I began to doubt if we’d made such a good 
decision to stay after all.  It was getting damn cold.  
 It took three major attempts to get a blaze going. I doubt that 
we’d have gotten a fire up, if  it were not for two things: kindling 
in the form of “feather sticks” from standing dead wood, and a 
ton of birch bark. 
 Soon, we were burning 6-8 inch diameter logs, four feet or 
more in length.  Lots of them. I was comforted by the wall of fire 
and tried to dry out while Eric worked on the willow-framed tarp 
shelter. We gorged on a venison-pork-couscous and turned in for 

the night. 
 I can only attribute my relative comfort to that big fire and 
high quality wool clothing.  I was dry enough to get through a 
night of deep cold without shivering, though I will not claim to 
have been comfortable.  
 During that long night I thought of many things: the gift 
of life and its fragility; my family; unrealized dreams and the 
awe-inspiring power of the landscape. Small decisions and 
actions can indeed, cascade uncontrollably, not only in the 
wild but anywhere.  There is often no way to tell which way 
things will go in life. Certainly, most outdoor trips, even in 
winter, are unremarkable. My intention is not to inspire fear in 
any backcountry traveler. But I do believe it is a blessing to be 
reminded occasionally, who is truly in charge out there.  It is in 
fact, part of what keeps me coming back.  

David Cronenwett is a naturalist and bushcraft skills instructor 
in Choteau, Mont. He blogs at www.aeriemountain.blogspot.
com.

An axe is priceless for piling up firewood when you need it most. Photo by the author.
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To Little Red Riding Hood, he was a wolf-bashing 
hero. George Pope Morris portrayed him as an agent 
of environmental destruction who required the poet 
to thrust his own refined sensibilities between axe 
and tree. In the recent film by the same name, Kevin 

Bacon invoked him as a metaphor for his character’s struggle 
with his own demons. Who is this archetype – the woodsman – 
and what is the nature of his craft – woodsmanship?
 The question arose recently as I reviewed a manuscript by 
my friend, David Petersen. The essay was only two pages long, 
but the words woodsman and    woodsmanship appeared nearly 
a dozen times. I could scarcely remember the last time I had 
seen or heard either term, in print, around the campfire, or during 
conversation.
 Things were different when I was growing up. To refer to 
someone as “a real woodsman” was to bestow high compli-
ment… an honorific, by the way, that had nothing to do with 
numbers of trout caught or grouse shot. And woodsmanship be-

came the craft I practiced almost every time I went outdoors. In 
rough terms, it meant the parts of my days in the field that didn’t 
immediately involve a shotgun, fly rod or bow.
 Here’s a start of the component skills of woodsmanship as I 
understood the concept at age 15: knots, canoeing, fire starting, 
tracking, wildlife identification, camp cookery, working with 
dogs and horses, wading streams, staying dry, preparing fish and 
game for the table, interpreting and analyzing sign, skinning and 
stretching pelts, sharpening knives, using an axe and saw, repair-
ing equipment, map reading, backcountry navigation by dead 
reckoning and compass, never getting lost and knowing what to 
do when you did.
 Incomplete as it is, this compendium is still instructive. Few 
of these skills have anything to do with felling trees. Most all 
take place outside. The list lacks both the self-consciousness of 
the modern survivalist movement and the grim determination of 
the Outward Bound crowd. I saw no reason to kill rabbits with a 
figure-4 deadfall when I had a perfectly good .22 and I enjoyed 

WOODSMAN
“Woodsmanship” dates back to a time before GPS and ATVs.

Requiem for a vanishing breed
E. Donnall Thomas Jr.
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nature too much to declare it an obstacle to be conquered.
 But attitudes and imponderables define woodsmen even bet-
ter than checklists of skills. Real woodsmen are patient and ob-
servant. They are comfortable in the woods alone, and when they 
are in the company of others their own comfort in the outdoors 
becomes contagious. They are not competitive; they’d be happy 
if they caught some fish but they’d be even happier if everyone 
else did too. They consider the process at least as important as 
the result. They never ignore an opportunity to learn from what 
they see and hear, and know they’ll never learn it all.
 Our own frontier offered plenty of examples, as idealized 
by Hawkeye in James Fennimore Cooper’s The Leatherstock-
ing Tales. Among real life figures, few personify woodsmanship 
better than Meriwether Lewis and William Clark; The simple 
fact that they reached the Pacific and returned alive provides 
ample measure of their skill, but their Journals document pow-
ers of observation and reasoning that would be remarkable for 
modern biologists. In all, they accurately described nearly 300 
species of flora and fauna previously unknown to Western sci-
ence, a remarkable accomplishment for naturalists with no for-
mal training operating under primitive survival conditions. 
 John James Audubon represents another excellent example. 
Audubon spent most of his productive years in the field and his 
periodic returns to civilization served primarily to get him in 
trouble with everyone from his wife to the law. The research be-
hind his spare, elegant bird portraits involved trekking through 
more wilderness than any of us will ever see, not to mention 
more riding and shooting per day than most John Wayne west-
erns. But despite his rough personal edges, Audubon’s Birds of 
America forever transformed our view of North America. No 
studio artist could have accomplished that feat. It took woods-
manship.
 Among more recent examples I can think of none better than 
Col. James Corbett, author of the superb Man-Eaters of India. 
While Corbett attained legendary status as a hunter by ridding 
northern India of man-eating tigers and leopards responsible for 
the deaths of hundreds of people, his writing conveys none of 
the safari swagger that so often taints the dangerous-game genre. 
Corbett held the great cats in the highest regard and killed them 
only when they killed human residents of the Himalayan foot-
hills first. Tracking down and dispatching a specific cat roam-
ing across hundreds of square miles of forest, usually alone 
and lightly armed, was a daunting mission, but Corbett never 
seemed impressed with his own success. He relied on nothing 
but his own skills, particularly his powers of observation and 
personal knowledge of the jungle. But he always reserved his 
praise for the cats… and the hill people themselves, long before 
such egalitarian attitudes became popular.
 My father used to read Corbett’s stories aloud to me at an age 
when most kids were lucky to get Winnie the Pooh. His memoirs 
made me promise myself I would grow up to hunt and travel. As 
my father put it, Corbett was a real woodsman.
 So where have the woodsmen gone? Why are they disappear-
ing from the pages of the sporting press?
 Petersen pointed out one obvious problem: the term woods-
man lacks gender neutrality. Let’s get that part straight. It is an 
accident of language that woodsman and woodsmanship seem to 
refer to one sex alone. I know a number of women who qualify 
handily, but that’s the title they’ll have to accept: woodsman, 

not woodswoman or, God help us, woodsperson. There’s just no 
other way to say it.
 But the woodsman’s problems go beyond semantics. He or 
she is not becoming an anachronism because the woods are dis-
appearing, but because our culture’s relationship to the wild is 
doing its best to render woodsmanship obsolete. And the ulti-
mate culprit may be the progressive lack of the one commodity 
our busy culture fails to provide in abundance: time.
     For woodsmanship skills cannot be borrowed or bought. They 
may be inspired by books, but they cannot be learned there. 
Assimilating new tips from the latest Big Buck publication or 
outdoor video contributes nothing, and in fact, actually detracts 
from the learning process. Real woodsmen know there’s no sub-
stitute for time spent in the woods, the only classroom in which 
one can truly observe, analyze, and learn.
 Changing circumstances are partly to blame. It is no longer 
possible to walk, ride, and paddle from Missouri to Oregon and 
back without crossing a single road. As India’s human popula-
tion skyrocketed, suitable native habitat for Corbett’s beloved 
Bengal tigers became limited to game sanctuaries. But those 
epic venues are not necessary to the practice of woodsmanship 
and their loss, while regrettable, constitutes no excuse.
 One August day I was glassing for caribou from a middle-
of-nowhere ridge in southwestern Alaska when I realized how 
little I actually knew about the tundra I’d been tromping across 
all week. For the next six hours I remained stationary, moving 
only a few yards on hands and knees. The groundcover proved 
endlessly fascinating as I poked, prodded and examined. What 
was connected to what? Why was the red stuff red, the green 
stuff green? Why did bears eat one thing and caribou another? 
Why wasn’t the tundra a forest, or a field of grass? Those hours 
passed quickly, even though the caribou never showed up. Point 
being, when you’re outside in wild places you can always find 
something worthy of study, even if it isn’t a tiger.
 Travel to Alaska or other remote wilderness locations isn’t 
essential to such exercises. Opportunities to slow down and ob-
serve arise during virtually all outings. I try to spend at least 
some time poking around outside almost every day. Granted, I 

Turn-of-the-century Montana trout.
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may invent some specific excuse – deer tracks, the camera, fresh 
morels, my life list of birds – but most days I’ll settle for any-
thing. It’s cheaper than psychotherapy and has fewer side effects 
than Prozac. Works better, too.
 Our collective failure to appreciate woodsmanship these days 
stems not from failure of opportunity, but from failure of will… 
specifically, our unwillingness to slow down and become part 
of the outdoors instead of engaging in a constant effort to ex-
tract something tangible from it. As a culture, were just so damn 
busy… Need a ready example? How about cell phones and com-
puter modems in fishing lodges, a phenomenon I encounter with 
increasing frequency. No more wasting time poking around in 
tide pools or picking guides’ brains, not in the Age of Informa-
tion! 
 Woodsmanship takes time, of which too many of us have – or 
think we have – too little. Our sense of urgency too often makes 
us rush right past what should be most important of all. And it’s 
not just a matter of failure to stop and smell the roses (or the 
tundra). In our all-consuming hurry, we’ve let fixation upon the 
result negate the process… a temptation to which no real woods-
man would succumb.
 But I’ve always been an optimist, and I like to think that 
woodsmanship’s core values will prevail. The process begins at 
home, in which respect I acknowledge my own good fortune. But 
we in the outdoor media need to assume our share of responsi-
bility and leadership. Big bucks do not automatically make good 
stories. This season’s Ten Hottest Tips cannot replace woods 
time. And the latest offerings from the Product Review section 
are no substitute for woodsmanship. 
 So let us make a collective vow: to move more slowly, take 
more time, pay more attention, use less stuff, and remember the 
wisdom of those who came before us. That’s all real woodsman-
ship requires.

E. Donnall Thomas Jr. is an author, physician and BHA member 
in Lewistown, Mont. A longer version of this essay originally 
appeared in Gray’s Sporting Journal.

Not all woodsmen are men.

BHA members Lynn Benson, John Pollard, of Utah, and Joel 
Webster, of Montana, stand at the BHA booth at the Western 
States Hunting and Conservation Expo in February in Salt 
Lake City. 

Spreading the Word:
BHA Takes its Message on the Road

 This winter, thousands of hunters and anglers from 
across the United States have been exposed to the value of 
protecting and restoring backcountry.
 In an effort to take the backcountry message to the 
masses as well as increase BHA membership, BHA has 
staffed booths at several sportsmen events across the West.  
While some of these events have had thousands of visitors, 
others have had fewer than 200.  
 Major conventions and shows on the BHA 2008 itinerary 
include: the Western States Hunting and Conservation 
Expo sponsored by Wild Sheep Foundation and Mule Deer 
Foundation in Salt Lake City; the Rocky Mountain Elk 
Foundation’s Elk Camp, in Ft. Worth Texas; the Bighorn 
Outdoor Adventure Show in Spokane, and the Montana 
Bowhunters Association in Great Falls. Smaller events 
include the Traditional Bowhunters of Montana, the Montana 
Wildlife and Fisheries Societies.
 Greg Munther, of Missoula, has been spearheading this 
ambitious itinerary.
 Prior to the events, BHA upgraded our existing table 
matrials with a professionally produced display. The new 
displays explain what BHA is about in a very eye-appealing 
way.  The new BHA DVD, America’s Backcountry, is shown 
at the display as well, and literature about BHA is always 
available.  All of our materials and displays direct people to 
our website: www.backcountryhunters.org
 BHA has given away several hand-made Helle belt 
knives as door prizes for new members at these events.
 BHA Board members, local volunteers like John Pollard 
and Lynn Benson of Utah, and organizer Greg Munther 
have had opportunities to gain more than 100 new members, 
and visited with hundreds of interested hunters and anglers, 
outdoor professionals, biologists and conservationists.
  “We have been fortunate to gain many new quality 
members in key areas that will help build BHA state 
chapters,” noted Chairman Mike Beagle.  
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O
ne might think “backcountry” 
from an east-of-the-Mississippi 
perspective is a very different 
thing than backcountry in the 
West. Once, I assumed that was 

the case. But I was wrong.
 I live in northwestern Pennsylvania on the 
edge of the Allegheny National Forest, one of 
15 national forests in the Eastern U.S. and the 
only one in Pennsylvania.
  As a hunter, angler, and wanderer, I’ve 
logged an accumulation of days exceeding 
memory steeped in the experience I would 
characterize as backcountry. In the Allegheny, 
there are no longer any pieces of terrain that 
a fairly vigorous person couldn’t hike out of 
in a single day. With a few notable exceptions, that’s the case 
throughout the East. Most of our land is defined nearly as much 
by the multilayered scars of extractive industry as by tectonics, 
climate, and ecology. 
 Our land tends to be moist, fertile, enfolding, and gentle 
compared to the arid, hard-edged, spaciousness of the West. 
But it’s a little too easy to paint the difference between East and 
West with the wide brush of the East’s enfolded intimacy and 
the West’s harsh vastness. Such simplistic thinking obscures 
the magnificence of the White Mountains and the intimacy of a 
small, nameless desert canyon, as well as the common ground 
beyond both the obvious difference of the land and the sameness 
of the developed “front country.” I hardly need to define the front 
country—we all know its surreal combinations of sterility and 
filth, outward noise and inner silence, and its erratic, headlong 
rush to nowhere.
 One day during last fall’s archery season, I went hunting 
in territory I had hunted often many years ago, more for 
sentimental reasons than any expectation of success. I walked 
slowly along an old logging road that thirty-five years ago was a 
fading trace, but has now been abraded into a mud track by ATV 
traffic. Approaching a brushy area at the base of a steep slope, I 
saw movement that materialized into a calmly feeding doe. As 
I contemplated how I might close the distance, a buck appeared 
forty yards up the slope, beyond the doe. He was approaching at 
an angle that would bring him to the edge my effective shooting 
range, if I could invisibly gain another three or four yards. 
 With the cover of an ancient maple trunk and silence 
enabled by wet leaves, I eased into position. The doe was alert to 
the buck’s presence now, and he slowed his approach. I had my 
longbow up and ready. Just two more steps and the shot would 
be clear. And then the sight and sound of an ATV coming up 
behind me on the old road sent the buck, doe and a previously 

unseen third deer bounding away.
     Walking on, I reminisced about how a few 
decades ago this place had been the edge of the 
backcountry. This had been a place where such 
events didn’t happen for the simple reason that 
they couldn’t. In my youth, the backcountry 
began where you parked your truck and walked. 
Now the ATV has created a broad twilight zone 
of mudholes and old scars abraded into fresh 
rawness that you must cross to reach the few 
remaining places where the land’s wildness 
strips your human presence of powers it can 
wield without the competence of bone and 
muscle.
     In the late 1990s, I developed a relationship of 
sorts with a wild coyote. He and I had a shared 

affinity for certain special places in his territory. The territory 
did indeed seem like it was his—not mine. I found unexpected 
pleasure and clarity in the absence of my human dominance. 
His territory was backcountry because it was not—and could 
not be—mine. In truth, the territory didn’t belong to the coyote 
either; rather, he was its coyote. That is the feeling I get from 
the places I would call backcountry: they cannot belong to me, 
but carrying a balanced mix of reverence and wildness in my 
heart, I can belong to them. The backcountry is where a wildly 
aware human being sheds the cloak of the front country’s human 
dominance as naturally as the fall of autumn leaves or the rising 
green of spring. It’s not a matter of 2,500 feet of elevation versus 
10,000 feet, or even five miles to the nearest traveled road versus 
thirty-five. 
 Yes, there are large differences in the terrains of Montana 
and Pennsylvania, but the ground we stand upon when we stand 
up for the protection of our land’s remaining wildness is the 
same whether we stand in Pennsylvania, Labrador, Wyoming, 
Texas, Georgia, Maine, Alaska, or Hawaii.
 Here in the East, our remaining wild land is so fragmented 
that any piece of it a hunter-wanderer may dare to love lives in 
heartbreaking precariousness. We cling to the meager consolation 
of our land’s fertile resiliency. The West still holds an ancient 
wildness we’ve mostly lost here in the East, but its greater 
fragility places it on the same precarious edge as the scarred, 
half-healed wildness of eastern forests. We’re all standing on 
the same ground. Hunter’s and anglers East and West must link 
arms and stand together for our ancient heritage and the wild 
land in which its spirit lives.

Reg Darling’s new book, Hartwell Road, is available via Amazon, 
Barnes & Noble and other online booksellers. His website is  
www.regdarlingbooks.com. He lives in Warren, Penn.

Backcountry Back East
By Reginald Darling

‘The West still holds an ancient wildness we’ve mostly lost here in the East, but its 
greater fragility places it on the same precarious edge as the scarred, half-healed 

wildness of eastern forests. We’re all standing on the same ground.’
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Honest Sweat: Backcountry Hunters & Anglers at Work

Colorado
 Colorado BHA and several other 
organizations purchased a number of 
eye-catching billboards along Interstate 
70 recently that raise questions about 
the drilling industry’s impact on wildlife 
habitat. Colorado sportsmen and ranchers 
are launching a statewide public awareness 
campaign with the billboards.  
 Colorado BHA co-chair David 
Petersen was quoted in the Grand Junction 
Daily Sentinel explaining that hunting, 
fishing and wildlife viewing pump more 
than $3 billion into Colorado’s economy 
each year and support 33,000 jobs. “If we 
want to maintain the fish and wildlife, we 
have to maintain their habitat,” Petersen 
said.
 The Colorado Backcountry Hunters 
and Anglers and other hunting and angling 
groups are also concerned that Gov. Bill 
Ritter’s plans to protect Colorado’s 4 
million acres of roadless national forest 
land are inadequate. The groups have 
asked Ritter to change or withdraw the 
roadless plan because of loopholes they 
fear will leave the roadless areas less 
protected than comparable land in every 
other state.
 “Too many acres would be opened to 
industrial development and intrusive road 
construction that could damage the state’s 
priceless and irreplaceable backcountry,” 
the groups said in a Nov. 13 letter to Ritter. 
Trout Unlimited, Backcountry Hunters 
and Anglers and the Theodore Roosevelt 
Conservation Partnership signed the 
letter.

Minnesota
 Minnesota BHA members have been 
working alongside other hunting and 
conservation groups to limit ATV overuse 
and abuse on public lands in the state, 
and recently got some good news. And 
now riders of ATVs, off-road vehicles, 
and motorcycles who don’t have a deer 
license are banned on state forest trails 
during the firearms deer season.
 As explained by outdoors writer 
Chris Niskanen (“Hunters cheer new ATV 
limits”) of the St. Paul Pioneer Press, 
“There are deer hunters who still yearn 
for the days when you could walk deep 
into a state forest and not encounter ATV 
trails; where solitude could be found by 
a hunter willing to burn off a little boot 
leather; and where an archery deer hunter 
could sit quietly in a stand without hearing 
the buzz of ATVs.  A fledgling group in 
Minnesota, Backcountry Hunters and 
Anglers, got its start on the West Coast by 
hunters frustrated with ATV trails cutting 
into remote areas…”   
   During September, Minnesota BHA 
members wrote the Chippewa National 
Forest requesting that they keep the 
“Woodtick” Trail (Forest Road FS-2107) 
and routes around it closed to OHVs.  The 
Forest Service’s certified engineer did a 
mixed-use analysis on it and concluded 
that there was “potential for very severe 
accidents between OHVs and regular 
cars and trucks” that use the area.  It was 
also closed because “OHVs have used 
the Woodtick to gain illegal entry to non-
motorized areas.”

 The All-Terrain Vehicle Association 
of Minnesota (ATVAM) has been 
pressuring the Chippewa National Forest 
to reopen the Woodtick Trail.  ATVAM is 
a statewide organization that has lobbied 
the Legislature for more trail funding, 
and against tougher regulations and 
enforcement.  
 Minnesota BHA members submitted 
comments on the Department of 
Natural Resource’s Draft Plan for 
forest classification of State Forest 
lands in Koochiching and eastern Itasca 
counties.  Members told the DNR that 
many Minnesota sportsmen and women 
are becoming increasingly concerned 
about growing threats to the future of 
hunting and angling opportunities on our 
public lands resulting from habitat loss 
and degradation due to excessive road 
building and off-highway vehicle (OHV) 
overuse and abuse.
Alaska
 Mark Richards, co-chairman of Alaska 
chapter of BHA, was named the “member 
of the year” for the Alaska Outdoors 
Supersite News. (www.outdoorsdirectory.
com.) Richards frequently contribute 
to the website on wildlife management 
issues. Website editors said they looked for 
“forum member who provides a welcome 
environment for new guests, abides by 
forum rules, treats other members with 
respect, and provides reliable, well-
presented information on the Alaska 
Outdoors Directory Forums. “Bushrat” 
(Mark Richards) was the hands-down 
favorite.” Congratulations Mark!

BHA billboard turns heads in Colorado
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Idaho  
 The fate of Idaho’s native bighorn 
sheep is hanging in the balance this 
spring, with pressure from domestic 
sheep ranchers to pass legislation 
mandating IDF&G  “control” (read kill) 
any “wandering” bighorns that come into 
contact with domestic sheep on public 
land grazing units. BHA members have 
been actively calling, sending letters 
and emails to Idaho legislators to derail 
this egregious legislation. In addition, 
members have also been commenting on 
bighorn sheep management plans in the 
Payette National Forest. 
 Idaho BHA members are also 
addressing issues found with motorized 
access into backcountry areas on 
national forests throughout the state by 
commenting both at public meetings and 
through letters on travel management 
plans.
     Idaho BHA also has a place at the table 
in the Clearwater Basin Collaborative, a 
group designated by Senator Mike Crapo 
to look at land management within the 
huge (9 million acres) Clearwater Basin 
covering the Nez Perce and Clearwater 
National Forests. This two-year process 
will hopefully produce legislation to 
provide additional land protection, promote 
economic stability for rural communities 
and restore landscapes for wildlife 

habitat and future human generations. 
Montana
 Montana BHA, along with Montana 
Bowhunters Association, Montana Wild-
life Federation and other groups pushing 
legislation this year to require all all-
terrain vehicles in Montana be outfitted 
with regular-sized license plates. The bill 
was tabled in the Senate Transportation 
Committee on a tie-vote. At a hearing on 
the bill, hunters joined private property 
owners, law enforcement officers and 
others supporting the bill as a way to 
improve accountability and responsibility 
in the field. The bill made more progress 
than previous session and encouraged 
supporters to regroup and push again in 
the next Legislature. 
 MT BHA has also supported House 
Bill 614 which would make it a state 
criminal offense to violate any public 
land travel closure by off road vehicles. 
Thanks to Greg Munther for taking this 
bull by the horns.
Nevada
 Nevada Chapter took steps to 
incorporate an official chapter and held 
its first meeting in the Silver State. Vince 
Herman, of Reno, was elected chairman. 
NV BHA has been busy supplying expert 
comments on habitat conservation, while 
the Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest 
conducts its national forest planning.

BHA Video 
Available
   Backcountry Hunters & Anglers is now 
distributing its new video, highlighting 
the glories of and threats to America’s 
Backcountry. Veteran outdoor producer 
Ken Barrett and videographers Randy 
and Kristin Wimberg produced the 
5-minute video. It features many familiar 
BHA faces particularly, Tom Reed, of 
Bozeman. The video is filmed in high-
resolution. The video is posted at www.
backcountryhunters.org and on Youtube 
(just search for “backcountry hunters 
and anglers”). The video is also available 
on disc. If you would like copies to 
distribute, please contact editor@
backcountryhunters.org. The video fea-
tures the music of Brenn Hill, www.
brennhill.com.

BHA Featured 
on Public Radio
    Backcountry Hunters & Anglers was 
also featured on a 25-minute public 
affairs program on Montana Public Radio 
and Yellowstone Public Radio. The 
program features an un-cut, wide-ranging 
conversation between BHA board member 
Ben Long and Brian Kahn, producer of 
Home Ground Radio. Look for a podcast 
on www.backcountryhunters.org or con-
tact editor@backcountryhunters.org for 
an electronic copy. The discussion covers 
both the BHA but also the historic support 
of wilderness by the hunting and fishing 
communities.

BHA members in Idaho are working to derail legislation calling for the kill-
ing of bighorns that wander near domestic sheep.
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B.H.A. MEMBER PHOTOS        

Chris Bathke, BHA member from Prineville, Ore., shows a steelhead 
taken on the lower Deschutes River in 2008.

P.J. DelHomme, of Missoula, Mont., took this dandy Big Sky whitetail in 2008.
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BHA members, send your favorite backcountry photos to: editor@backcountryhunters.org

Marc Barnes and friend with a young bull in the Eagle 
Cap Wilderness, the first Marc has taken with a bow.

Joel Webster and Derek Goldman prepare to release a 
cutthroat trout into a stream in the Bob Marshall Wilder-
ness in Montana.

Bill Hanlon, of Sparwood, B.C., with the “backcountry 
trinity” — big elk, big country, and a good horse.

T.J. Neal of Texas took this photo of his wife Kristen and 
son Reed, who was 14 months old at the time, near the 
South Fork Trail in the San Juan Wilderness Area south 
of Platoro in June of  2007. 

Leif Wold killed this pronghorn in Wyoming in 2008.
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