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TV show host Steve Rinella of 
‘The Wild Within’ and ‘MeatEater’ 
was the featured speaker at the 
first BHA Rendezvous in March.



Sunday morning of BHA’s North 
American Rendezvous found 100 
members revved from the weekend 

events and eager to provide ideas where 
we can go next. The answer, of course, 
was anywhere we want!

Throughout the weekend, much ener-
gy circulated around the hall at Fort Mis-
soula. Beginning with Friday evening’s 
get-together with good drinks, great food 
and wonderful music – old friends traded 
handshakes, laughs and hunting stories. 
New friends were welcomed into the fold 
as folks came from as far as Alaska, Min-
nesota, Arizona and all points between 
to be a part of the grassroots phenom-
ena that BHA has become. Saturday was 
chock-full of great sessions and hands-
on seminars, and the evening dinner and 
entertainment by Steve Rinella of TV’s 
“MeatEater” fame was pitch-perfect. 
While the entire weekend was stellar, it 
was the energy still bubbling on Sunday 
that convinced me we are on to some-
thing big.

Members who stayed to talk about the 
future of BHA were clear: they want to be-
come empowered to speak for the special 
places and crystal-clear waters needing 
protection. Members want to know how 
to become sportsmen advocates and how 
to make their voices heard. Throughout 
the year we promised in the Backcoun-
try Journal and at next year’s event we 
would provide tools to do the work are 
members are energized to tackle. From 
writing a letter to the editor, talking to 
legislators, or speaking to reporters, our 
grassroots are the lifeblood and strength 
of BHA, and each one of us is capable of 
making a difference. 

About this time last year I visited with 
a foundation about a possible grant for 
BHA to engage in collaboration in the 
hopes of creating permanent, legislative 
protection for some of America’s last, best 
wild country and untamed rivers. Having 
worked with this particular foundation 
before, a level of trust existed that takes 
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The Power of One – Multiplied
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‘We believe in our grassroots, 
boots-on-the-ground philosophy.’
—Ben Long, BHA co-chairman

time to establish. Even so, I was floored 
when the person said: “You know, we 
can’t find another sportsmen’s group like 
BHA to give money to.” A month later I 
talked with the chief of staff for a west-
ern congressman who said: “BHA is the 
only sportsmen’s group we’ve ever heard 
from.” It was then that I realized the un-
tapped power and potential of BHA. 

 When I think about the roots of BHA 
– born around an Oregon campfire by 
dedicated hunters and anglers just eight 
years ago – I am amazed how far we’ve 
come. It proves that one voice, or two, or 
three can make a difference, not just for 
today, but as long as our nation stands. 
Think of the legacy each of us contrib-
utes to. Imagine how often people turn 
away from the opportunity to make a 
difference. Then picture BHA, what we 
stand for, each of us, and how that one 
voice, multiplied exponentially can, and 
does, become the flag for others to follow 
as we lead the effort to protect America’s 
backcountry, safeguarding forever our 
hunting and angling heritage. What a 
legacy to leave our children and grand-
children. What a powerful effort to be 
part of – each of us. One of us. Two of 
us. All of us! 
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CO-CHAIRMAN’S NOTE              By Ben Long

One of the greatest traps in bird 
hunting is flock shooting. We 
at Backcountry Hunters & An-

glers face a similar trap when we take 
aim at our conservation efforts.

When a covey of chukar partridge 
flushes, or when a flock of Canada geese 
settles in over the decoys, the overwhelm-
ing temptation is to point your shotgun 
in the middle of the flock and pull the 
trigger. There are so many birds, and so 
close, how could you miss?

But miss you will. The only way to 
become an accomplished wing-shot is 
to pick a target, focus on it, and follow 
through as you pull the trigger. Once you 
master that, you can begin to knock down 
doubles, even triples. But only after you 
learn to pick your target.

BHA is short of many things, but 
we have no shortage of targets. There 
are thousands upon thousands of issues 
clamoring for our attention. Many are 
very important and very dear to the hearts 
of our members.

BHA has members in nearly all 50 
states and a few Canadian provinces. 
Those members include gun and bow-
hunters, bait-fishermen and fly-casters. 
Some hunt whitetails in eastern wood-
lots, others stalk caribou in the Alaska 
tundra. But the mission of BHA joins us 
all: a passion for wild country and a pas-
sion for passing on the skills and sensi-
bilities that have defined ethical hunting 
for more than a century.

Sound simple? It’s not. The number 
of issues that fall within that mission is 
dizzying. Habitat protection. Federal 
land management. State wildlife man-
agement regulations. Endangered Spe-
cies. Legislation at the state and federal 
levels. Emerging technology. Predator 
control. Dam operations and removal. 

Landowner relations. Game farms and 
wildlife privatization. Law enforcement 
of existing rules.

One thing is clear: if we don’t learn 
to pick our targets, focus and follow 
through, we will go home empty-handed. 
But how do we decide where to invest 
our precious dollars and energy?

No issues are created equal. Some 
are easier than others to raise energy and 
money around. We do, and will continue, 
to reach for that low-hanging fruit.

But we believe in our grassroots, 
boots-on-the-ground philosophy. No one 
beats the brush and wades the streams 
like our members. They know what puts 
the fire in their bellies, and the battles 
they can win and help us grow. We strive 
to give our state chapters broad leeway in 
picking the issues that mean the most to 
them and their families.

At the same time, BHA’s focus is, and 
will remain, protecting core habitat that 
is important for wildlife security, clean 
water and opportunities for solitude. We 
will continue to protect and restore those 
habitats from inappropriate development 
and motorized traffic. And we will strive 
to be a place where concerned sportsmen 
and women can discuss the critical ethi-

cal questions facing our hunting and fish-
ing ways of life, no matter how thorny 
those issues may be.

At the first North American Back-
country Hunters & Anglers Rendezvous 
at Fort Missoula this spring, we heard 
loud and clear that our membership wants 
us to be involved educating the new gen-
eration of sportsmen about backcountry 
skills and values and that they want us to 
defend the Theodore Roosevelt Legacy, 
or the North American Model of demo-
cratic wildlife management. 

We also heard loud and clear that 
BHA needs to do a better job at commu-
nication. Not just telling the story of what 
we do, but also listening to our grassroots 
members and leadership. Again, we will 
strive to do that, using the Backcountry 
Journal, as well as our page on Facebook 
and our website. 

But none of this will work without 
you. We need members – more mem-
bers and more dedicated members – to 
speak out for the backcountry values of 
solitude, challenge, freedom and love of 
nature. 

We will score some hits and some 
misses. But together we will enjoy great 
success. The best is yet to come.

Avoiding The Flock-Shooting Trap
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BHA member Duane Dungannon tries to pick a target during a sage grouse hunt last 
fall in a southeast Oregon wilderness study area.

‘If we don’t pick our targets, focus and follow 
through, we will go home empty handed.’
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In early March, BHA hosted its first 
North American Rendezvous at 
Fort Missoula in Missoula, Mont. 
The event packed the Fort’s Heri-

tage Hall, attracting participants from 14 
states, ranging from Minnesota to Wash-
ington and stretching from Alaska to Ari-
zona. The weekend was a mix of hands-
on seminars, presentations about great 
hunts and do-it-yourself outdoors skills, 
and panel discussions on nitty-gritty 
strategies of communicating to decision-
makers in agencies and politics.

Friday evening’s kickoff began with 
a welcome by Executive Director Jim 
Akenson, a man uniquely qualified to 
discuss the importance of backcountry, 
considering he has spent half his life in 
Idaho’s Frank Church River of No Re-
turn Wilderness. Jim also introduced the 
evening’s entertainment – bowhunter and 
singer/songwriter Mark Baker. Spirits 
were high and carried throughout Sat-
urday, where participants moved in and 
out of the hall, taking in mule-packing 
demos, arrowing targets, and listening to 
presenters cover everything from river 
rafting to Dall’s sheep hunting to keep-
ing the backcountry experience alive for 

Backcountry Hunters & Anglers North American Rendezvous

First Rendezvous a real ‘battery recharger’!

By Rose Caslar

those who come after us.
As the sportsmen’s voice for habi-

tat protection and quiet backcountry, our 
members communicate with 
people who make laws affect-
ing our “on the ground” expe-
rience. We included two pan-
els about making a difference: 
“Breaking Down the Wall: 
Getting Agencies to Hear our 
Voice,” and, “Truth to Power: 
Getting Politicians to Listen.” 
After the event we conducted 
a straw poll. The majority of 
attendees said they wanted 
to speak out for wilderness 
conservation in the media, 
and members want tools and 
training to be more effective. 
BHA plans to develop more 
avenues for members to be powerful, ef-
fective voices for conservation.

On Saturday evening, Steven Rinel-
la, author of American Buffalo, and host 
of TV’s “MeatEater,” told us how he be-
came a subsistence hunter while he was 
a poor college student in Missoula, and 

how he gradually came to see the impor-
tance of land and wildlife conservation, 
as a result. 

Saturday night’s fundraising sec-
tion was a success. Thank you again to 
all members and supporters who donated 
such a fabulous lineup of trips and gear!

We were overjoyed by the enthu-
siasm shown by all participants, and at 
our Sunday morning meeting a show of 
hands illustrated the desire to have future 
gatherings! As one chapter leader put it, 
the Rendezvous was a real “battery re-
charger” for all of BHA’s leadership and 
members working to protect the wild 
public lands we love.

Backcountry Hunters & Anglers 
was born around an Oregon campfire 
eight years ago. Today, we have mem-
bers throughout the United States and 
Canada. We are proud to represent such 
skilled and experienced outdoors men 
and women who reflect our “boots on 

the ground” philosophy of wild land 
conservation. Our members are charged 
up with a single idea: providing a loud, 
clear voice from North America’s hunters 
and anglers to speak out for preserving 
America’s wild land legacy and healthy 
ecosystems.

Idaho BHA Chapter Co-Chair Blake Fischer shows 
his daughter and nephew a few things on the archery 
range at the Rendezvous.

Rose Caslar shows off Barry Whitehill’s 
hand-carved moose antler cribbage 
board during the live auction.

Greg Munther of Montana and his pack-
ing pal greet friends at the March BHA 
Rendezvous in Missoula.
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Author and TV host Steve Rinella 
was the banquet speaker at the 
North American Backcountry 
Hunters & Anglers Rendezvous 

in Missoula, Mont., on March 2-4. Steve 
is the author of American Buffalo and 
Scavenger’s Guide to Haute Cuisine. He 
is host of “MeatEater” on the Sportsmen’s 
Channel. He has written about gathering 
wild food for publications ranging from 
Field & Stream to the New Yorker.

BHA: You’ve hunted all over 
North America. What’s your greatest 
backcountry adventure, so far?

Steve: Without a doubt, my most 
memorable backcountry hunt was after 
buffalo in Alaska’s Wrangell-St. Elias 
National Park and Preserve. The area I 
hunted was accessible only by boat, and 
I put in seven days on that hunt before 
I killed a mature cow. I then spent three 
days packing meat off a mountain. It was 
a tough hunt. Of the 24 permit holders, 
only four of us got a buffalo. And that’s 
considering an eight-month season. I ran 
into grizzlies, a wolf, a black bear, moose, 
all while tracking America’s most iconic 
beast. A trip like that gives you an ap-
preciation for wild hunts in wild places. 
I wrote a book, American Buffalo, based 
on that experience; that should give you 
an idea of what it meant to me. 

BHA: Why is the existence of 
backcountry – places apart from roads 
and motor vehicles – important for to-
day’s hunter or angler?

Steve: First, backcountry is impor-
tant in an ecological sense. The one thing 
that most wildlife biologists agree on is 
that healthy populations of fish and game 
require sanctuaries where they do not ex-
perience excessive pressure from human 
traffic. Even if you don’t hunt the back-
country, much of the fish and game that 
you pursue relies on it. Elk that you hunt 
on your buddy’s ranch in Colorado might 
calve and summer miles away in a road-

less area. Salmon that you catch off the 
shore in Ketchikan might have hatched in 
a backcountry stream cooled by the shade 
of old-growth timber. The list goes on. 

Second, backcountry is important for 
reasons that are more, well ... spiritual. 
Backcountry allows hunters and anglers 

to have experiences that are completely 
removed from the noise and clutter of 
our contemporary lives. When I’m in the 
backcountry, many of my worldly con-
cerns dissolve. I become focused on the 
elemental: the movement of animals, the 
smell of the wilderness, the sounds of 
birds, the shifting of weather. Ninety per-
cent of the truly memorable experiences 
in my life – I’m talking about experiences 
where I’ve told and written stories – have 
occurred in the backcountry. I don’t think 
it’s because those stories are better. Rath-
er, I think it’s because the backcountry 
allowed me to experience them in a way 
that was much more vivid and pristine. It 
allowed me to live those moments fully, 
and to capture them fully. 

BHA: You write about hunting 
for a lot of mainstream, non-hunting 
audiences. What’s the most important 
thing hunters can do to be good am-
bassadors of the outdoor way of life?

Steve: Simple – Make good use of 
your game meat, and share it with others. 
Have non-hunters over for dinner, and 
cook them the best meat you have.  

BHA: If you could magically 
transport yourself to some backcoun-
try experience, any time, any place, 
where would you be?

Steve: I would go back and join 
Daniel Boone on his first two-year ven-
ture into the wilderness of Kentucky. He 
stayed out so long he made gunpowder 
from raw materials gathered himself. 
Boiled his own salt, too, and made clothes 
from deer hides. Back then you could go 
through the Cumberland Gap and drop 
down the other side and encounter buffa-
lo, elk, cougar, bear, and hordes of deer. 
It was an American paradise. Anyone 
who reads about that era will come away 
with a renewed appreciation for our few 
remaining wild places. We need to fight 
for those places, no matter how uncom-
fortable or unpopular the battle. 

‘We need to fight for those places’
BHA Interview with Steve Rinella

By Ben Long 

Author and TV show host Steve Rinella 
of ‘The Wild Within’ and ‘MeatEater’ 
speaks at the BHA Rendezvous.
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At the March Rendezvous one 
outdoor publication and three 
individual conservationists were 

recognized for exceptional contributions 
to the core mission of the Backcountry 
Hunters and Anglers. All recipients made 
outstanding contributions by promot-
ing the values of protecting backcountry 
habitat on public lands, supporting the 
ideals of fair chase, and helping our or-
ganization grow. 

Bob Marion received the Aldo Leo-
pold Award for his efforts in the Colo-
rado BHA Chapter’s Forest Watchman 
program. This award goes to the member 
who shows great leadership protecting 
land habitat. As a Watchman for the San 
Juan National Forest, Bob was instrumen-
tal in an appeal that overturned a district 
ranger’s decision to allow widespread 
off-road vehicle use. Bob’s diligence in 
trying to negotiate compliance with the 
San Juan Public Lands Management Plan 
resulted in BHA filing a lawsuit to gain 
compliance to protect a critical habitat. 
Dave Petersen, founder of the Colorado 
BHA Chapter, said: “Although we have 
many outstanding members, I can’t think 
of another chapter member who has 
come close to doing the work as well and 
as long as Bob.”

Montana State Chapter Co-Chair 
Greg Munther received the Sigurd Olson 
Award, which goes to a member demon-
strating great leadership in conserving 
aquatic habitat. Greg is a retired U.S. 
Forest Service district ranger and a tire-
less champion of conservation as Mon-
tana chapter chairman. In particular, this 
award recognizes Greg’s leadership orga-
nizing sportsmen and river-user groups 
to conserve the quiet values of the Clark 
Fork and Bitterroot Rivers near Missoula 
from the growing invasion of jet boats 
and personal watercraft, resulting in new 
regulations from the Montana Depart-
ment of Fish, Wildlife and Parks. 

Barry Whitehill, of Fairbanks, Alas-
ka, received the Chairman Mike Beagle 
Award, named after BHA’s founder and 
chairman emeritus. This award honors 
members who have gone above and be-
yond to promote BHA and to help us gain 
in both membership and national recog-
nition. Over several years, Barry has 
traveled great distances, largely out-of-
pocket, to help recruit new members and 
spread our message, from sports shows to 
the halls of Congress. 

tRaditional boWHuntER magazinE 
was honored with the Ted Trueblood 
Award for its consistent promotion of the 
values of protecting backcountry, pro-
moting ethical, fair-chase hunting, and 
ensuring those values are passed on to 
future generations. New board member 
Larry Fischer, co-publisher of the maga-
zine, accepted the award on behalf of the 
magazine, saying he is proud to help pass 
on backcountry values to future genera-
tions.

If you know of individuals deserving 
recognition from BHA, please notify a 
board member or staff.

 

Magazine, Volunteers Honored with 
First-Ever BHA National Awards 

By Jay Banta

Two New 
Ways to 
Protect 

Wild Lands 
and Clean 

Water

Without your voice, back-
country hunting and 
fishing in quiet areas 

will be trampled on by excessive 
motorized use and energy develop-
ment. As BHA grows, so does the 
power of your voice supporting 
backcountry, solitude and quality 
habitat!
 Support the mission of BHA 
by becoming a monthly donor at 
a $10, $15, or $20 level.  Visit 
www.backcountryhunters.org and 
click “Join Us” to find the monthly 
donor option.
 Another way to protect the 
future of America’s wild public 
lands is by making BHA a benefi-
ciary in your will. To learn more 
about completing a Bequest Inten-
tion Form, contact us at 541-398-
2636 or 541-398-0091. This form 
does not obligate you; it simply 
lets you know your options, what 
language to use in your will, and 
lets us know that you may include 
a gift to BHA in your estate.  
 Thank you for helping accom-
plish our shared goals of conserva-
tion and making sure that traditional 
sportsmen’s voices are heard now 
and in the future. —Rose CaslaR

Colorado BHA San Juan National Forest 
Habitat Watchman Bob Marion, right, 
receives the Aldo Leopold Award from 
Colorado BHA Co-Chair David Lien.
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Steelhead Dreams

F   ull disclosure: the para-
graphs that follow will 
not tell you much about 
how to catch steelhead 
in Alaska. They will tell 

you even less about where. Instead, 
they’ll focus on the reason why, and if 
you don’t feel ready for that discussion, 
you’re probably 
not ready for the 
long days of rain, 
cold fingers and 
confusion that 
commonly serve 
as a prerequisite 
for the event 
itself.

 To understand 
why steelhead 
fishing in Alaska 
represents a 
special version 
of a special outdoor experience, it’s 
necessary to understand its limitations 
elsewhere. The four decades plus I’ve 

A personal odyssey 
in search of the fish 
that matters most

By E. Donnall Thomas Jr.

spent chasing anadromous fish around 
the world provide a background appro-
priate to the discussion.

In 1963, when I was still an adoles-
cent, my family moved from upstate 
New York to the Pacific Northwest. 
An enthusiastic angler since I was old 
enough to hold a rod (around age three 

according to family 
archives), I’d spent 
my early fishing 
career on tiny East 
Coast streams where 
a 12-inch brook trout 
represented a real 
trophy. The thought 
of catching fish 
measured in pounds 
rather than inches 
excited me beyond 
belief. Accordingly, 
after our arrival in 

the Puget Sound area my father and 
I turned our full attention to fish that 
looked to us as mysterious and forebod-

ing as Bigfoot himself: steelhead and 
salmon.

The latter didn’t pose much problem 
– at least with conventional tackle in salt 
water – but the steelhead were another 
matter. We lacked mentors, who could 
have helped a lot, and in retrospect our 
first naïve efforts to catch steelhead look 
positively pathetic. Our results reflected 
our skill level. Given that I was discov-
ering girls around the same time, the 
number of fruitless hours I logged on the 
Skykomish and the Skagit stand as a real 
testimonial to my own stubborn streak. 

Then one sunny day after a long hike 
up the Olympic Peninsula’s Queets Riv-
er, I hooked and landed a 16-pound sum-
mer-run hen and everything changed. I 
had proven that steelhead existed and 
that I could catch them. That first fish 
functioned like a secret password to an 
exclusive club and the fact that I soon 
began to catch steelhead regularly only 
added to my obsession. 

Somehow I managed to keep my 

In many ways, a 
move to Alaska is 
more like a move to a 
foreign country than 
to another state.

Author Donnall E. Thomas enjoys a quiet moment while steelhead angling in the rainforest.
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education on track despite 
the distractions of the out-
doors and the general ’60s 
craziness. When it came 
time for medical school, I 
told myself I was return-
ing to Seattle because the 
University of Washington 
School of Medicine was one 
of the country’s best, which 
happened to be true. Fact is, 
I couldn’t imagine spending 
four more years in a place 
without steelhead.

Although I’d grown up 
fly-fishing for trout, steel-
head had proven such an 
intimidating quarry at first 
that I fished for them with 
conventional tackle, like 
everyone else. The fact that 
I almost never saw any-
one with a fly rod during 
the countless days I spent 
on steelhead streams only 
enforced the notion of a leap 
too big to take. But as my 
knowledge of the fish and 
the water grew from inept 
to expert level, the need to 
extend the challenge grew 
as well. One day I headed 
to the banks of the Skykom-
ish with a fly rod in my 
hand and promised myself 
I would never fish for steelhead again 
with anything else. I suppose I’ve bro-
ken my share of promises over the years, 
but not that one.

Even so, I began to grow restless 
with the state of the fishery. By seren-
dipity, that first fish from the Queets had 
been a wild native, a pearl inadvertently 
cast before a swine barely capable of ap-
preciating her. The steelhead I’d learned 
to master since were predominantly 
hatchery fish, and it was only a matter 
of time until the illusion of equivalence 
began to falter. Like Stepford Wives, 
hatchery steelhead turn out to be coun-
terfeit, depending on superficial resem-
blances in order to masquerade as the 
real thing. 

As this realization sank in, I began to 
abandon familiar, productive water close 
to home and explore relatively remote 

drainages on Hood Canal and the Olym-
pic Peninsula. Long, wet hikes took me 
farther from people and closer to wild 
steelhead. But as much as I enjoyed 
those waters, it was 
hard to fish them 
without experiencing 
a certain uneasiness. 
Seattle was well 
along in its trans-
formation from the 
big small town we’d 
known originally to 
a tech-fueled mega-
lopolis. Develop-
ment is the ultimate 
enemy of wildlife 
everywhere, and if 
the native runs on the Sound’s east side 
had fallen relentlessly to its pressure, the 
rest couldn’t be far behind.

Formal education complet-
ed at last, I said goodbye to the 
coast with no small measure 
of regret and headed for rural 
Montana, motivated less by 
professional opportunity than 
an abundance of fish and game. 
I still chased steelhead during 
periodic visits to my parents’ 
house, but I could feel my 
relationship with the fish slip-
ping away through my fingers 
into the realm of memory and 
dream. And there matters stood 
until I made an inevitable deci-
sion given my temperament 
and enthusiasm for wild places: 
I headed north.

In many ways, a move to 
Alaska is more like a move 
to a foreign country than to 
another state. I feel sorry for 
Alaskans who can’t remember 
the novelty and excitement of 
their first few years as fulltime 
residents, and even sorrier for 
the few who never experienced 
those emotions in the first place 
(unless they were lucky enough 
to have been born there). Life 
on the Kenai introduced me 
to a flood of new experiences, 
none more stimulating than my 
reintroduction to a group of 
old friends: anadromous fish. 

Despite the richness of its own wildlife 
and habitat, there’s no way around the 
fact that Montana lacks an ocean, and 
I hadn’t truly realized how much I’d 

missed the sea 
and its periodic 
gifts until I found 
myself back in a 
maritime environ-
ment. 

Proximity to 
the storied Kenai 
River meant 
abundant oppor-
tunity to fish for 
salmon. The chal-
lenge of figuring 
out how to catch 

big Kenai kings on fly tackle – an idea 
that hadn’t occurred to many people at 
the time – kept me pleasantly occupied 

Lori Thomas fishes prime Southeast Alaska steelhead water.

Anglers elsewhere sealed 
their fate the moment they 
began to accept mass-
produced steelhead as 
stand-ins for the real thing. 
Accept no substitutes! 
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for a while. But by the time I’d watched 
the termination dust whiten the moun-
tains in front of our house for a second 
season, steelhead had started to swim 
upstream through 
the current of my 
dreams.

The nearest 
runs lay but an 
hour’s drive to the 
south, and that fall 
I began to haunt the 
Anchor River. Fish 
proved few and far 
between, but I kept 
at it hard enough to 
find some. I hooked 
steelhead and they 
hooked me, and by 
the time the ice arrived to stay I realized 
all over again why I’d always regarded 
them as the greatest game fish in the 
world.

But the circle didn’t really close until 
a Close Encounter of the Third Kind far 
away in Alaska’s southeastern pan-
handle, the ecologically complex sliver 
of temperate rain forest that lies between 

the peaks of the Coast Mountains and 
the North Pacific. Bears had lured me to 
the area. 

My first evening on Prince of Wales 
Island, I was hik-
ing down a creek 
to hunt a beach 
with my longbow 
when I reached a 
pool just above the 
tide line and found 
it stuffed with 
steelhead fresh 
from the sea. The 
fish looked bigger 
than the water 
that held them. 
Bears forgotten, I 
returned early the 

following morning with my fly rod. The 
fish had dispersed overnight, but the 
stream was small enough so that I had 
no trouble finding them. The morning 
evolved into one of those days to which 
numbers, weights and even attempts at 
lyrical description cannot do justice, and 
so I will not try. Those events took place 
over 20 years ago, and I’ve operated 

Complacency is never a safe 
attitude toward wilderness, 
and keeping wild places 
wild is always more 
productive than trying to 
restore them.

under their spell ever since.
 Southeast Alaska’s fishery offers 

plenty of the two elements I’d found 
lacking when fishing for steelhead out-
side: wild fish and wild places. Except 
for a hatchery return on the Klawock 
River, all the region’s steelhead are na-
tive fish. Anglers elsewhere sealed their 
fate the moment they began to accept 
mass-produced steelhead as stand-ins 
for the real thing. Accept no substitutes! 
Alaskans haven’t yet and we can only 
hope they never will.

And the wildness of the place mat-
ters every bit as much as the wildness of 
the fish. One likes to think that rugged 
terrain, inclement weather and geo-
graphic isolation will insulate southeast 
Alaska from the kind of development 
that changed the face of steelhead fish-
ing farther south, and perhaps it will. 
But complacency is never a safe attitude 
toward wilderness, and keeping wild 
places wild is always more productive 
than trying to restore them.

Those who know the steelhead of 
southeast Alaska will never question the 
value of the effort.

Retired USFWS officer Mike Hedrick cradles his first steelhead, taken in a remote Alaska stream.
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T
he follow-up shot was true, 
but it did not have the in-
tended effect. Instead of 
anchoring the beautiful 
Alaskan bull caribou to the 

little spit of an island surrounded by a 
rushing river, it caused the animal to rear 
back and fall into the heart of the torrent. 
Quickly subdued, the caribou followed a 
pull even greater than that of its migra-
tory instinct; it was being washed down-
stream towards the mighty Yukon and 
beyond that, the Bering Sea. Barry and 
I didn’t say much, as we agreed before-
hand our plan if a caribou floated down 
from our ambush point. I gently set my 
rifle on the rocks and sprinted downriver, 
watching the carcass roll in the water. 

Barry met me at our camp about a 
half-mile downstream. By then I had 
dragged the inflatable canoe to river’s 
edge, but was painfully disappointed that 
I did not keep the boat fully inflated. In 
the past day and a half at camp, the left 
tube had deflated significantly and the 
bottom billow was nearly flat. As Barry 
jumped in I cringed when the canoe par-
tially collapsed inward because of the 
flaccid floor. We exchanged glances as I 
uttered the obvious: “We need to be care-
ful!” Then we shoved off to intercept our 
target, trying to thread the braided islands 
below camp and above a large set of rap-
ids.

But our guess was wrong and the 
bull floated downstream on the far side 
of a gravel bar. I strained against the oars 
to try to gain ground, but it was a fool’s 
hope. It passed us and headed toward sig-

Alaskan Backcountry 
’Bou Hunt
We had just 
taken a nice 
caribou, but the 
adventure was 
just beginning.

The backcountry where Alaskan caribou dwell can test your soul – and your soles.

By Travis Booms
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nificant rapids downriver, after which we 
both knew we could not retrieve it and 
get back to camp that night. I hollered to 
Barry, “You’re gonna’ have to go grab 
him!” Barry launched his 6-foot-plus 
frame out of the raft, sprinted across the 
islet, and trudged through the thigh-deep 
water to grab a firm hold of his prize. 
Still, the pull of the ocean was unrelent-
ing and its grip was on both the bull and 
Barry. He tried to jam his feet and the 
bull’s antlers into the gravel bed, hop-
ing for some kind of purchase, but to no 
avail. The river won, and man and bull 
both continued downstream.

I swung the boat around the down-
stream side of the island, and Barry was 
able to reach the boat and loop his left arm 

over the side of the 
raft. His right arm 
had a death grip 
on the bull’s ant-
lers while he was 
submerged to his 
neck in cold, clear, 
Alaskan water. 
I leaned into the 
aft’s handlebar, 
trying to stop the 

bull’s, Barry’s and now my slide down-
river. But the draw of the ocean simply 
slipped its finger’s around me and pulled 
all of us downstream! Seen from above, 
I imagined a passing plane might have 
found the scene amusing – a bull, two 
men, and a boat all going downstream.

I was about to holler to Barry to let 
go or risk being sucked into the rapids. 
That’s when I realized I had 40 feet of 
rope attached to the aft handle. Letting go 
of the boat, I grabbed the rope and let it 
flow through my hands as I dashed for 
shallower water and the eddy below the 
island. When the end of the rope found 
me, I was calf-deep while keeping my 
purchase. Barry, the boat, and the ’bou 
swung widely into the eddy, and I was 
finally able to pull them in. Smiling, I 
said, “We’re Okay!” A few moments 
later, Barry, soaked to the chest in frigid 
water, pried his numb hand from the ant-
lers. I was happy that my friend from the 
Midwest had gotten his bull and pulled it 
from the brink of loss.

As Barry sat on his bull, it took him 
awhile to recover from the adrenaline 

rush, and he was completely exhausted. 
Looking down, Barry realized the river 
had still won a prize – his wedding band 
was missing. Fortunately, Barry is an eter-
nal realist who keeps the big picture in 
mind. He had his bull, was safe, and had 
one heck of story; what he didn’t have, he 
figured his wife would understand. 

It took three hours to gut the bull, 
lift it into the half-inflated boat, and 
ferry across more treacherous braids be-
fore floating into camp. Darkness set in 

Alaskan Backcountry 
’Bou Hunt

while we butchered, with the omnipres-
ent thought of the grizzly bear that fed at 
this spot two days earlier. I found it pecu-
liar how a .44 revolver and blood-stained 
hands seemed to enhance every sound in 
an Alaskan autumn night. But the bear 
decided not to visit; the meat was tucked 
tightly into plastic bags and submerged 
in the river to cool, and Barry and I hap-
pily, though wearily, retired to our tents. 
It had been a grand and adventurous day 
in Alaska’s backcountry.

I found it 
peculiar how 
a .44 revolver 
and blood-
stained hands 
seemed to 
enhance every 
sound in an 
Alaskan 
autumn night.

Instead of dropping 
the big Alaskan 
bull caribou 
on the small 
island in the 
rushing river, 
the shot made 
the animal 
fall into the 
current. The 
hunters soon 
followed.
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      IDAHO
The Idaho BHA made a concerted 

effort to defeat SB 1283, which would 
allow landowners to sell public wildlife 
through the controlled hunt permit pro-
gram to the highest bidder, and HB 542, 
which would strip the Idaho Department 
of Fish and Game of its ability to regu-
late motorized travel while hunting. In 
fiercely debated contests, both bills were 
defeated! In true BHA fashion, grassroots 
support ruled, thanks to our members sci-
entific principles of wildlife management 
and fair-chase ethics. 

We also submitted comments on the 
Idaho Panhandle National Forests (IPNF) 
Draft Environmental Impact Statement. 
The preferred alternative of this plan 
would remove the Sawtooth Creek drain-
age of the Mallard Larkins Pioneer Area 
from recommended wilderness. It is in-
explicable to us why this area has been 
chosen to be removed from recommend-
ed wilderness as it is a favorite of Scout 
troops, hikers, horsemen, and backcoun-
try hunters and anglers. This high, road-
less basin supports key wildlife habitat, 
incredible vistas and is drained by ar-
guably the premier bull trout stream in 
Idaho’s panhandle. We will keep a close 
watch as this debate unfolds. 

Also, Idaho BHA continues to be 
involved in the Clearwater Basin Col-
laborative working on land and water 
protection, wildlife habitat improvement, 
diversification of economic opportunities 
and recreation. An important additional 
collaboration begins this spring when 
BHA becomes involved with the new 
Forest Planning Rule. The Nez Perce/

Clearwater National Forest has been iden-
tified nationally as an early adopter. How 
this rule gets implemented will affect all 
national forests, and we are pleased that 
BHA will have a hand in the process. 

OREGON
The new Oregon BHA webpage is 

up! There you’ll find project updates, 
photos of the most beautiful wild places 
Oregon has to offer, backcountry news 
from around the state and more. Go to 
www.backcountryhunters.org and click 
“State Chapters.”

Also, Oregon BHA members Ian Reid 
and Mike Beagle are assembling volun-
teers for a restoration project in the Soda 
Mountain Wilderness. This three-day 
pack-in adventure, July 13-15, 2012, is 
in the spectacular Cascade-Siskiyou Na-
tional Monument. In addition to clearing 
trails, participants can scout for elk, build 
friendships with passionate conserva-
tionists, become acquainted with one of 
the most diverse landscapes in the state, 
and most of all – have fun. The project 
is administered by the Cascade-Siskiyou 
National Monument staff. More informa-

Pilot Rock looms above the Cascade-Siskiyou National Monument, where BHA’s 
Oregon Chapter will do a project in July. Details are at www.backcountryhunters.org
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tion on the BHA website. 
In other news, more than 50 Oregon 

guides, outfitters, businesses and sports-
man’s organizations wrote Rep. Greg 
Walden to express opposition to the Wil-
derness and Roadless Area Release Act 
of 2011, H.R.1581 / S.1087, a bill that 
would harm hunting-and-angling op-
portunities by removing protections on 
millions of acres of our nation’s criti-
cally significant fish and game habitats. 
The letter urged Congress to oppose the 
legislation.

NEVADA
The Nevada chapter of BHA has been 

very active in the last few months. For 
the first time in our history, we have the 
full complement of board members as a 
few veterans of Nevada’s outdoors have 
volunteered to serve. In addition, due to 
the generosity of a couple of donors, we 
have been able to hire Mike Caltagirone, 
a respected leader in the sportsman’s 
community, to help build our member-
ship and profile within the state. Our 
new chairman is Kyle Davis, and he is 
joined by Vice-Chairman Vince Herman, 
Treasurer Barbara Hatch, Secretary Chris 
Mero and Conservation Chairman Dar-
ren Blackett.

MONTANA
The first BHA Rendezvous was an 

outstanding opportunity for many Mon-
tana new and existing members to re-
acquaint and get to know one another. 
Montana BHA members Mike Penfold, 
Bill Cunningham, Milo McLeod, JW 
Westman and Greg Munther appeared 
before Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks 
in Helena to express BHA’s concern that 
the last remaining multi-day, float-hunt-
ing opportunity in Montana was rapidly 

being lost to jet boat traffic in the Mis-
souri River Breaks. A four-minute video 
of significant jet boat activity on a recent 
canoe-based hunting trip documented 
how the two uses are incompatible. 

In other news, the BHA video thank-
ing Sen. Max Baucus for his support of 
Rocky Mountain Front protection includ-
ed comments by Montana BHA members 
Bill Geer, Bill Cunningham, Ben Long, 
Corey Fisher, Todd Tanner, Dan Crock-
ett and Roy Jacobs speaking in favor of 
the Rocky Mountain Front Heritage Act. 
BHA support was recognized at the bill’s 
hearing in Washington D.C. The video 
can be viewed at the Montana state page 
of BHA website. 

COLORADO
The Colorado BHA has a new volun-

teer National Forest Habitat Watchman, 
Bob Shettel, for the White River National 
Forest. Bob was born on the East Coast 
and spent his formative years in western 
Pennsylvania and West Virginia, where 
he hunted whitetails starting at age 16. 
Today he hunts deer, elk and fishes the 
high country of the central Rockies. He 
calls Redstone home. 

The 2012 Colorado BHA Rendez-
vous is scheduled for the weekend of 
June 8-10, 2012. For additional informa-
tion, visit www.coloradobackcountry-
hunters.org.
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BHA 
MEMBER 
PHOTOS        

BHA member 
Derrick Reeves 
took this moose 

in Alberta.

Aidan Long, son of BHA 
member Ben Long of Montana, 
shows off a big bass on a cold day 
of fishing.

BHA members, we welcome your 
photos from our great outdoors. 
Please email your favorite to 
krhoades@bresnan.net  
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Check out BHA’s group page on Facebook:

http://www.facebook.com/#!/group.php?gid=45443257820

BHA member 
Timothy Snowden 

took this antelope in 
Colorado.

BHA member Bart George savors 
the moment with his hounds 

Whisper and Nosey after treeing 
a cougar in northern Idaho.

BHA member Jakob Shockey enjoys 
an early autumn hunt for mule deer in 
Oregon's traditional archery hunt in the 
Trout Creek Mountains.
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passing on 
America’s finest 
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