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Northern Idaho forest 
illustrates benefits of 
collaborative efforts

There we sat like kids at our first 
junior high dance. Timber guys, 
county commissioners and motor-

ized recreationists on one side and con-
servation groups on the other with the 
wide expanse of the table looking like a 
huge gym floor we just couldn’t cross to 
ask, “Do you want to dance?” 

But nobody wants to be a wallflow-
er, so at some point a brave soul always 
crosses the chasm feeling like every eye 
in the place is on him ... and he’s right.  

In our case, there was a lot more at 
stake than being a wallflower. For de-
cades, forest projects in the Clearwater 
River basin of north central Idaho had 
been a battleground, with appeals and 
lawsuits the norm. And an even more 
devastating trend, automation of the tim-
ber industry, had reduced jobs in rural 
communities dependent on logging. If we 
were ever going to get back to actually 
managing our national forests for clean 
water, wildlife habitat, forest resiliency 
and economic sustainability, we needed 
to learn to work together. So, a group 
of 24, whittled down from a list of 120 
potential collaborators, was brought to-
gether and asked, collectively if we could 
“dance” and get something done. 

Tentatively, like teenagers trying out 
their first slow dance, we began talking. 
It wasn’t easy. 

A huge level of distrust existed on 
both sides of the table and the Nez Perce, 
a Native American tribe with its own 
governmental authority, added complex-
ity and treaty rights to the mix. To com-
pensate counties with large blocks of 
federal land, federal funds from the Se-
cure Rural Schools and Self Determina-
tion Act (SRS) and Payment in Lieu of 
Taxes (PILT) programs were authorized 
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by Congress. But SRS money was slated 
to expire with a sunset of the bill. And 
PILT never has been a solid replacement 
for the 25 percent in timber revenues 
counties received in the heyday of timber 
production. Many local residents blamed 
environmentalists for locking loggers out 
of the woods. And appeals and lawsuits 
certainly did slow down activity on our 
forests. But that wasn’t the whole picture. 
Instead of cutting crews of six men, one 
feller-buncher could do the work and the 
local mill had retooled itself to become 
heavily automated so that a crew of 30 
could do the work of 100 in the past. But 
issues other than timber production are 
important in the basin. The Nez Perce run 
a hugely successful salmon and steelhead 
conservation and restoration program, 
so enhanced stream and forest health are 
important to both their work and their 
cultural heritage. Any action on national 
forest land that could impact a program 
that has taken years to develop would 
be unacceptable. And finally, conserva-
tion groups contended forest and water 
projects in the past were faulty and that 
permanent protection of land and water 
deserving of it had languished. Despite 
all the contention, pointing fingers wasn’t 
going to get us anywhere. So we put aside 
years of animosity and began to work for 
the common good – of people, wildlife 

and forest habitat – so everyone’s needs 
could be met. 

And that’s called collaboration. 
It is messy, long, difficult and un-

certain at times. It requires listening with 
your heart and mind to the person whose 
goals are very different from yours. But 
it also means working hard to find com-
mon values you can all agree on and 
work to support. At its heart, collabora-
tion is about relationships and trust built 
over time while grappling with difficult 
problems. Just as importantly, it’s about 
celebrating successes from working on a 
unified vision. By working together the 
Clearwater Basin Collaborative (CBC) 
has been instrumental in bringing $35 
million into the region over the past three 
years. Not only did the funding pay for 
important restoration work in the wa-
tershed that resulted in timber produc-
tion, habitat improvement for big game 
animals and increased aquatic health, it 
helped pay mortgages, buy groceries and 
fill up thousands of gas tanks. 

Recently the regional Forest Ser-
vice office in Missoula, Mont., asked if 
any forest wanted to increase the pace 
and scale of restoration activity. Officials 
with the Nez Perce/Clearwater National 
Forest stepped forward to indicate their 
desire to take the challenge. Ultimately, 
the forest was chosen for increased fund-
ing because, according to Forest Supervi-
sor Rick Brazell, the region has an atmo-
sphere that “allows work to get done.” He 
went on to say the forest offers the best 
bang for the buck in restoration activity 
and largely credited the CBC for that. 

That’s the beauty of the collaborative 
dance. Everyone is a partner. Nobody is 
a wallflower. And together everyone has 
a hand in getting projects to move for-
ward.  

BHA is happy dancing with the CBC 
and our partner the Nez Perce/Clearwa-
ter National Forest and hopes that other 
forests and regions will ask, “Shall we 
dance?” C
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Craig Trulock, District Ranger for the 
Lochsa Ranger District, and Holly Ender-
sby on a field trip to look at a project that 
the Clearwater Basin Collaborative is 
working on with the Clearwater NF.
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co-cHAIRMAN’s NoTE              By Ben Long

Tightwad’s Guide to Backcountry

Backcountry Hunters & Anglers 
exists so Americans can pass on 
our world-class outdoor heritage, 

including the freedom and challenge that 
comes with the backcountry, to our kids 
and grandkids.  

If we want to succeed, hunting and 
fishing needs to remain affordable. We 
cannot build an outdoor culture that re-
quires a big 4X4 truck, a trailer full of 
ATVs and a motorhome as an entry fee.  

Happily, the backcountry is a bar-
gain, open to anyone willing to work for 
access.  While there are many high qual-
ity products for sale that will make your 
hunt richer, safer and more comfortable, 
exploring the backcountry with rod or ri-
fle remains very affordable for the entry-
level participant.

The fact is, most undeveloped back-
country (Forest Service “roadless areas”) 
are only a couple mile’s hike from a road, 
well within distance to haul a buck or 
bull by pack or game cart, no float plane 
or packstring necessary. 

The backcountry kit need not break 
either the back or the budget. Here’s what 
goes into my pack, along with an estimat-
ed price tag: 

• Hunting and fishing license: A 
year’s resident license costs less than a 
round of golf or a day at a downhill ski 
resort. Bargain. 

• Knife. Look for a Mora, a barebones 
Swedish classic, for $10 new online. 

• Sharpener: Nothing fancy needed, 
if you know how to use it. Ultra fine grit 
sandpaper stapled to a length of ruler will 
do the trick and weigh next to nothing. 

• Hatchet. I prefer a hatchet to a saw 
for versatility and durability. Perfectly 
serviceable hardware store variety costs 
$30 and lasts forever. 

• Rope. A hundred feet of parachute 
cord at the local Army-Navy Store. 

• Rifle and ammo (or bow). This is 
your biggest investment, but have you 
priced a mountain bike or pair of skis 

lately? Spend as much as you like, but 
there are more good rifles on the second-
hand rack than ever before for less than 
$500. Look for a solid bolt-action in .308, 
.30-06 or .270 and you’re set for life. 

• Binoculars. One can go afield with-
out binoculars but I wouldn’t leave home 
without them. After my rifle, it’s my most 
expensive item.   

• Headlamp and batteries. I paid $30 
for a really nice one. 

• Black tape for fixing the tag. House-
hold item. 

• Toilet paper. If you’re really cheap, 
just use leaves or snow. 

• Logger’s ribbon. A few bucks’ worth 
will last years. Pack-it-in, pack-it-out. 

• Squeeze bottle of talcum powder 
for testing the wind. Best $2 investment 
a hunter can make. 

• Food and water. Gotta eat. 
• Camera. Not necessary, but nice. 
• First Aid kit. Make your own with 

household items to deal with cuts, blis-
ters, etc. 

• Survival gear. Dip cotton balls in 
petroleum jelly and seal in an old film 
can. Pack some dry birch bark, water-
proof matches and a high-quality lighter. 
A sheet of plastic for shelter stuffed in a 
small pot for melting snow for tea. Carry 

a whistle for alerting the search party. 
The whole deal is about $10-$15. 

• Clothes to suit your climate. Include 
hat and gloves. Never scrimp on boots. 
Blaze orange as required. 

• Compass and a map. Budget $20 for 
the basics. 

• You’ll need a couple items for meat 
care: cloth game bags (buy used pillow 
cases at Goodwill for less than $1 each.) 
An aluminum pack frame for hauling out 
quarters is worth spending good money 
on (I still use the Kelty frame I had as a 
Boy Scout). 

• I also carry paper and pen. 
• A good daypack to carry it all. There 

are plenty of good, simple models for un-
der $100. 

 There – you’re set for $1,000, most 
of which is in your rifle, boots and bin-
oculars. Most of these items will last de-
cades, so it comes out to perhaps $100 a 
year for the basic starting kit.  

Challenge anyone who tells you that 
wilderness or backcountry is for the rich 
elite. It’s just not true. There are few 
things more egalitarian than a pair of hik-
ing boots. 

Spend all you like – boost the econ-
omy and support BHA sponsors. But re-
member, the gadgets and upgrades are 
gravy. In the backcountry, sweat equity 
is the investment that pays the greatest 
return. 

 North America offers outdoor op-
portunity for everyone, not just the rich 
or landed elite. That sacred tradition has 
been eroded in recent years, as millions 
of acres have been lost to development, 
locked behind no-trespassing signs or 
leased to the highest bidder. 

 Thankfully, public lands and back-
country offer a high-quality reserve for 
the bulk of folks who cannot afford their 
own hobby ranch. That’s what Theodore 
Roosevelt intended when he created the 
vast public estate 100 years ago.  

 Let’s keep it that way. 

The gear needed for backcountry need 
not break your back – or budget.
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around rocks. Having a lot of weight 
on the raft did not help when you 
had to get over a rock that you ran 
into. As we enjoyed dinner, we were 
treated to the sight of a large bear 
running across a hillside above. 

The next day included more 
walking. We walked along the ridge 
right by the river eating blueberries 
and watching for wildlife through-
out the day. At one point we saw 
31 wild sheep, but there were no 
caribou. Beth and I got on and off 
the rafts a couple of times and kept 
scouting for our intended quarry. 

My dad and I hiked past the bank 
at one point and found thousands of 
delectably ripe blueberries. By late 
afternoon we reached the mouth of 
the Atigun where it flows into the 

When I asked my 
dad to go on a 
caribou hunting 
trip, I had no 
idea what I was 

in for. We decided to go in April but 
planning didn’t start in earnest until 
July when my dad told our neigh-
bor about the trip. That was when 
the thought of floating the Atigun 
River came into play. The Atigun is 
a big, whitewater river in northern 
Alaska. Our group consisted of me, 
my dad, our neighbor Barry White-
hill and his friend from Anchorage, 
Beth Schulz, who said she was in 
need of an adventure. 

We left early on a September 
morning so that we could get to 
the put-in point on the river before 

dark, which required us to leave 
in the dark. Our group had to stop 
for gas along the way, but we didn’t 
make it very far after that because 
of dense fog that made it nearly 
impossible to see. We stopped at a 
rest stop until morning light, and 
then drove the rest of the way to 
Coldfoot. When we arrived, we all 
got out and had breakfast at a res-
taurant. We still had an hour drive 
north to reach the put in. 

We were finally ready to go after 
loading all the gear into the rafts 
and launched to start the adventure. 
The first day of rafting included a 
lot of walking for me and Beth. We 
took to the bank to make the load 
lighter on the rafts because the river 
was low, forcing us to maneuver 

Time afield is about more 
than killing an animal 

By Mariah rose

A Successful Hunt
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Sagavanirktok (Sag) River. At the 
mouth we stopped because Barry 
said that there was a good fishing 
hole, and we took advantage of it. 
We caught two grayling and saw 
caribou and bear tracks. Then we 
packed up and headed down river 
to where Barry and Beth had the 
set up camp – with dinner already 
cooking. 

The next morning we crested a 
hill to glass for caribou. We saw 
nine of them running along the base 
of a small hill, but they were too far 
away. We hiked for the rest of the 
day and didn’t see anything else. 
When we got back to camp, Barry 
and Beth had a fire going and again 
dinner was ready. Everyone was 
tired from a day of hiking around 

in the heavy brush, so we all went to 
bed. The next morning we awoke to 
snow on the ground. We floated far-
ther down the Sag. In the afternoon 
we saw 15 caribou running along 
the base of a mountain. We followed 
them up the mountain and above 
snow level. The grass above snow 
level looked really cool because 
there was ice on only one side of it. 
But we didn’t locate the caribou as 
it continued to snow throughout the 
day. 

We continued the float down the 
Sag. We stopped five miles from 
the road to look for more caribou, 
which was our last chance since 
that’s the boundary in which we 
could hunt. We saw one caribou and 
she was limping, but we didn’t get 

a chance at a shot. The next day we 
were heading out and all of us were 
looking forward to a hot shower. 

I didn’t bag a caribou. But the 
trip helped me realize that the 
outdoors can be an exciting and 
beautiful place. When I go hunting 
with my dad now, I’ll know what 
his perspective of hunting is because 
the trip explained what hunting is 
about. Contrary to popular belief, 
hunting is not about finding the big-
gest animal; it is more about finding 
the beauty of nature through hiking 
and getting close to wildlife. 

Even though I didn’t get a 
caribou, I still had a wonderful time 
with my dad and gained many life 
changing experiences from my hunt-
ing trip. 

‘The trip helped me realize that the 
outdoors can be an exciting 
and beautiful place.’
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Wilderness 
Hunter

By Jack Ballard
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Wilderness 
Hunter

Hunting in the wilderness 
is of all pastimes the 
most attractive, and it is 
doubly so when not car-
ried on as merely a pas-

time. Shooting over a private game pre-
serve is, of course, not to be compared to 
it. The wilderness hunter must not only 
show skill in the use of the rifle and ad-
dress in finding and approaching game, 
but he must also show the qualities of 
hardihood, self-reliance, and resolution 
needed for effectively grappling with his 
wild surroundings. 

Although Theodore Roosevelt inked 
those words in 1893, they perfectly 
capture the sentiments of modern hunt-
ers captivated by the unique appeal of 
matching wits with game in areas un-
trammeled by human “development.” 
Sitting with the backside of my wool 
pants frozen to a handy rock in Mon-
tana’s Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness a 
few seasons back, a friend and I were ex-
periencing the same emotions that pulsed 
in the heart of America’s 26th president. 
Though the thermometer read but 5 de-
grees on the blinking sign at a lone bank 
in a tiny hamlet en route to the trailhead, 
a snapping fire of dead branches plucked 
from a fir tree warmed our hands and sent 
tendrils of mist steaming from my boots 
and the hem of my britches. Ostensibly 
hunting a deer for Jeff, at the moment 
we were simply resting, enthralled with 
the stunning character of our surround-
ings. A postcard-perfect coating of snow 
flocked countless evergreens on the river 
bottom from towering Englemann spruce 
to perky Douglas firs no taller than the 
length of the Marlin lever-action that 
shared my rest on the boulder. Among 
the evergreens rose shimmering stands 
of aspens, pale trunks dappled with dark 
spots, as beautiful in their coating of win-
ter frost as in the fiery, golden leaves of 
autumn. 

Mention the word “wilderness” in 
a mixed company of hunters and you’ll 
likely provoke a range of reactions. 
Though the Wilderness Act that preserves 
federal lands as wilderness with a capital 
‘W’ was passed nearly five decades ago 
in 1964, many myths and misconcep-
tions persist regarding wilderness areas. 

Just last season, at my family’s elk camp 
in the Snowcrest Mountains of Montana, 
a second-cousin worriedly told me that a 
proposal was afoot to designate most of 
the area we hunt as wilderness. “They’re 
going to lock it up,” he insisted, having 
bought the rhetoric pandered by folks 
who think motorized vehicles ought to 
run roughshod over all federal lands. 

In fact, wilderness areas don’t lock 
up anything. They simply restrict travel 
to non-motorized and non-wheeled travel 
with the exception of wheelchairs. Hunt-
ers are as welcome as folks who fish, 
hike, cross-country ski and the like. After 
listening to my cousin blow his steam, I 
informed him that a wilderness designa-
tion wouldn’t affect our type of hunting 
(hiking and horseback) 
in the least. 

Actually, if statis-
tics from other areas 
hold true, the hunting 
would only improve, 
at least from the stand-
point of those who wish 
to match wits with a bull 
elk whose age matches 
the number of tines on 
his antlers or a mule 
deer buck that’s tracked 
the mountains long enough to acquire 
nearly twice the body mass of the does 
he’s courting in November. Harvest sta-
tistics from Idaho indicate that wilder-
ness areas produce a disproportionate 
number of six-point bull elk compared 
to areas with easy motorized access. In 
Montana, the only districts where hunters 
can pursue elk with a rifle during the rut 
are in the state’s two largest wilderness 
areas. Hunters who advocate for wilder-
ness are quick to point out that no matter 
where they’re found, wild lands are ideal 
areas to target for exceptional bulls and 
bucks. 

That’s certainly been the case for my 
hunting. The largest whitetail deer I’ve 
taken was surprised on a frosty Novem-
ber dawn about two miles from the trail-
head in a wilderness area. 

Some years earlier, my older brother 
shot an immense non-typical mule deer 
just up the same drainage. It had hoof 
prints and body mass that rivaled those 

of a calf elk. For those counting tines and 
measuring antlers, the biggest elk of my 
hunting career came from an area closed 
to vehicle travel that has been proposed 
as wilderness, but not yet formally des-
ignated. 

Although the Rocky Mountain and 
Western coastal states hold the greatest 
number and largest areas of wilderness in 
the contiguous United States, designated 
wilderness areas are found in all but six 
states (Connecticut, Delaware, Iowa, 
Kansas, Maryland and Rhode Island). 
Enterprising hunters don’t have to make 
a western trek to hunt wilderness; numer-
ous opportunities await in places like Ar-
kansas, Missouri, Minnesota, Wisconsin, 
the Appalachian Mountains from Georgia 

to Virginia, and New 
England. 

While identify-
ing the best places to 
hunt in a wilderness 
area is one challenge 
to the backcountry 
outdoorsman, getting 
there can be another. 
In the expansive 
wilderness areas of 
the West, outfitters 
sometimes travel 30 

miles or more on horseback to reach their 
base camps. However, the notion that you 
need to hike a marathon to hunt wilder-
ness is totally misguided. Most wilder-
ness areas in the Eastern and Midwestern 
states can be traversed by a fit, ambitious 
hunter between dawn and dusk, making 
it possible to enjoy the wildlands by day, 
while returning to civilization by night. 

At times, though, a camp in the back-
country represents the most logical way 
to tackle the wilderness. For most areas, 
my basic rule of thumb states that if my 
chosen hunting ground is more than two 
miles from the trailhead and I’m planning 
to hunt for more than two days, a camp is 
in order. In early autumn or in moderate 
climates, a backpack bivouac perfectly 
fills the bill for regions not too far from 
vehicle access. With careful planning and 
attention to weight, a pair of hunters can 
make a five day hunt carrying no more 
than 30 pounds each. Once, a friend and 
I trekked into a wilderness area in search 

Much room remains 
in the American 
wilderness for more 
hunters. Next time 
you hunt a wilder-
ness, bring a friend. 
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of bighorn sheep. Our “base camp” was 
about seven miles from the pickup. My 
pack weighed 27 pounds when I left 
home, a relatively light burden for the 
average backpacker. 

Had we killed a ram, another round 
trip with our packs would have been re-
quired to transport the trophy. In most 
cases, I hunt from a backpack camp un-
derstanding that lugging meat, a cape and 
horns out of the wilderness constitutes as 
much effort (or more) than packing in a 
camp. As such, I always allow at least one 
non-hunting day on the end of a back-
country adventure for game retrieval. 

For expeditions involving wilderness 
transportation measuring miles in double 
digits, the support of pack animals or wa-
tercraft is nearly essential. Horse packing 

and canoeing are efficient and intriguing 
means of moving mass – arts that legend-
ary outdoorsman Aldo Leopold described 
as “American as a hickory tree.” 

While a canoe can be fruitfully 
paddled to reach some wilderness ar-
eas, pack animals are the most common 
means whereby hunters access remote 
regions of large wildernesses. However, 
many hunters assume these sanctuaries 
of solitude are beyond their reach if they 
don’t own pack stock or don’t have the 
savvy to cinch a rented steed and ride 
into the backcountry. But other options 
exist. If you’re able to backpack into the 
hinterlands but have pinpointed an area 
beyond reasonable distance to ferry meat 
on your back, local guides and outfitters 
will sometimes provide this service. Al-
ternatively, a pack animal can often be 
leased from a local source. Given basic 
packing skills, you might rent a horse (or 
two) and trailer to retrieve your game and 
camp back to a trailhead. Other more ex-
pensive options for enlisting the support 
of pack stock for a wilderness adventure 
are arranging a drop-camp with an outfit-
ter or booking a fully outfitted hunt. 

No matter how it’s done, the wilder-
ness hunt is qualitatively different than 
any other. I like to hunt – pretty  much 
anywhere. But I love to hunt wilderness. 

Each time I somehow return to civiliza-
tion stronger, happier, more self-reliant. 

Much room remains in the Ameri-
can wilderness for more hunters. Wild-
land advocates are borne of experience. 
Next time you hunt a wilderness, bring 
a friend. 

A camp in the backcountry offers the most 
logical way to tackle the wilderness.
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Along with other sportsmen’s groups, 
Backcountry Hunters & Anglers has 
worked hard to gain support for tougher 
penalties for illegal off-highway vehicle 
(OHV) use in Oregon, New Mexico, 
Colorado, and more recently, Nevada. 
After a two-year OHV education and 
enforcement campaign, the Bureau of 
Land Management has heard the voice 
of sportsmen who know the importance 
of protecting habitat and quiet places on 
America’s wild public lands. A late July 
Colorado Collateral Forfeiture Schedule 
released by the BLM showed updated 
fine structures that reflect most of the rec-
ommendations made by BHA and other 
sportsmen’s groups. These include both 

higher minimum fines and escalating 
fines for repeat offenders. 

Changes recently made for Colorado 
BLM Land include:
 1) Minimum fines increased from 
$50 to $250.
 2) Escalating fine structure which 
includes $250 for 1st offense, $500 for 
2nd offense and a mandatory appearance 
for 3rd offense.

These amendments to the BLM fine 
structure are a significant step in the bat-
tle to reduce OHV damage to the habitat 
that fish and wildlife need to mature and 
the irreplaceable wild country we love 
to fish and hunt. Thank you for lending 
the power of your voice to BHA, and 

helping to protect traditional, boots-on-
the-ground hunting and fishing on your 
public lands.

Your Voice Heard: Colorado BLM OHV Fines Increased
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BHA Chapter News
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Colorado
On Sept. 13 in Thorton, Colorado 

BHA hosted a free event with Steven 
Rinella, hunter, author, and star of the 
Sportsman Channel’s “Meat Eater,” in 
celebration of his new book MeatEater. 
Rinella shared stories from his book 
while emphasizing the importance of 
protecting backcountry habitat.

Colorado BHA members from around 
the state attended summer meetings with 
Senators Michael Bennet and Mark Udall, 
along with Rep. Scott Tipton, to discuss 
a variety of topics including visible off-
highway vehicle (OHV) IDs, wilderness 
bills, and efforts to protect/enhance pub-
lic lands access.

Colorado BHA’s newest National 
Forest Habitat Watchmen (& Life Mem-
ber!) is Dennis Adams. Dennis was born 
in Colorado Springs, grew up in Little-
ton, and started fishing when he was age 
6. He enjoys fishing a multitude of lakes 
in Colorado as well as making yearly 
treks to northern Minnesota’s Boundary 
Waters Canoe Area Wilderness. Dennis 
says, “While the trout and salmon fishing 
in Colorado is great, the monster walleye, 
bass, and sunfish of Minnesota cannot be 
beat.”  Dennis is also an elk hunter, and 
previously hunted with a rifle, but re-
cently made his own traditional long bow 
as well as one for his son. He currently 
works in law enforcement in the Denver 
metro area and has three grandsons he 
“cannot wait to fish and hunt with.”

Colorado BHA now has 17 National 
Forest Habitat Watchmen covering 10 of 
11 national forests. We still have Nation-
al Forest Habitat Watchmen openings in 
the White River NF, Gunnison NF, Grand 
Mesa NF, Routt NF, and the Uncompah-
gre NF. 

Minnesota
Minnesota BHA members have been 

active in opposing the “border bill,” 
which would give the Department of 
Homeland Security blanket authority to 
ignore 36 environmental laws on any 

public lands within 100 miles of the Cana-
dian border, a grave threat to the Bound-
ary Waters Wilderness and national forest 
lands that thousands of Minnesota hunt-
ers and anglers use every year. Chapter 
vice-chair Erik Jensen and activists Bob 
and Pat Tammen appeared in YouTube 
videos opposing the bill. The Tammens 

continue their very active involvement 
in the movement against sulfide min-
ing. Chapter co-chair Darrell Spencer 
and Erik Jensen have volunteered their 
time as shooting and hunting mentors 
through both the Minnesota Department 
of Natural Resources and the Izaak Wal-
ton League. 

Montana’s Dillon Ranger District elk habitat is being evaluated in the new travel plan 
process.
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Montana 
Cinnabar Foundation awarded Mon-

tana Chapter matching funds to put a 
one-page ad in the 2013 Montana Hunt-
ing Regulations listing information need-
ed to turn in off-road violations as well as 
remind hunters of the BHA reward avail-
able for reporting violations.

Montana Chapter provided initial is-
sues needed to be addressed as Travel 
Planning for the Wisdom, Dillon and 
Wise River Districts of the Beaverhead-
Deerlodge National Forest begins this 
fall. Hunting security, roadless areas, 
reducing the number of unneeded roads, 
enforceability, and watershed damage 
from user-created routes are among the 
issues Montana BHA raised. These rang-
er districts have among the best elk habi-
tat in Montana. 

We are seeking funds to begin an in-
ventory and evaluation of Montana river 
segments that currently have no motor-
ized restrictions. Many rivers currently 
used by non-motorized hunters and fish-
ermen are at risk as new motorized tech-
nology evolves.

Thanks again to Helena member 
Steve Platt for the donation of the antique 
takedown bow. The bow brought $2,025 
on eBay which will be used to support 
BHA activities.

Nevada
The Nevada OHV licensing law went 

into effect on July 1, requiring all OHV 
vehicles to be registered and to display 
a unique identification sticker. This new 
law is supported by a broad-based coali-
tion including law enforcement, conser-
vation groups, hunters, off-road racers 
and OHV dealers. The Nevada Chapter 
is working closely with the OHV Com-
mission and the Department of Motor 
Vehicles to ensure that the law is imple-
mented in a manner that provides the 
greatest protection for our roadless areas 
and the least impact on sensitive habitats 
throughout the state. With the 2013 leg-
islative session just around the corner, 
we’ll be working with the Commission 
on supplementary legislation to comple-
ment the new law and further enhance the 
protections our roadless habitats require. 

New Mexico 
For almost a year New Mexico BHA 

has worked with sportsmen and oth-
ers to develop support to improve OHV 

management, enforcement, compliance 
and resource protection on all federally 
managed lands. Our primary focus is to 
get a national-visible identification stan-
dard for OHV’s and a uniform-tiered fine 
structure for OHV violations. This cam-
paign is backed by 25 sportsmen orga-
nizations and businesses and over 1,100 
individual letters, primarily sportsmen, 
asking New Mexico’s Congressional del-
egation for their support and legislation. 

 Last fall New Mexico BHA got our 
sportsmen to submit over 350 opposi-
tion letters to New Mexico’s Congres-
sional delegation concerning “The Wil-
derness & Roadless Area Release Act” 
(H.R.1581 and S.1087). This pending 
federal legislation would release nation-
ally 6.7 million acres of BLM Wilderness 
Study Areas and 55.6 million acres of in-
ventoried Roadless Areas in our national 
forests. These areas have been protected 
for 30 years and this legislation would 
open lands to industrial development-
destroying some of the best hunting and 
fishing in the United States. For the last 
several years we have worked on several 
wilderness, national conservation areas 
and monument recommendations in New 
Mexico. Three areas are pending before 
congress. 

Oregon
Last July Oregon BHA members Ian 

Reid, Matt Grady, Steen Beagle, Mike 

Beagle and Andy Pirrello volunteered 
and backpacked in for a BLM-sponsored 
project and brushed out trail and helped 
convert the old Schonheim jeep route 
into a people and equine-friendly trail 
within the Soda Mountain Wilderness in 
southwest Oregon. The volunteers also 
used cross-cut saws and wedges to cut 
out huge old-growth ponderosa pines 
that had fallen on the trail over the last 
decade. Known as a haven for black-
tailed deer, Roosevelt elk, black bear and 
redband trout, the 24,000-acre wilder-
ness provides a diversity of winter-  and 
summer-range habitats from Douglas fir 
forest to sage and juniper. BLM Outdoor 
Recreation Planner Nick Schade orga-
nized the 2-1/2 day effort and Ian Reid 
provided bear sausage for breakfast from 
a black bear he killed near Mt. Ashland 
last fall.  

Utah  
“Why are you here and what does the 

Backcountry Hunters and Anglers do?” 
were among questions asked at county 
fairs where Utah Coordinator Ken Theis 
greeted visitors to the BHA booth. Such 
questions imply that we have a ways to 
go in getting the BHA message across to 
sportsmen in some areas of the West. 

That’s why BHA is making a con-
certed effort in Utah to meet sportsmen 
and women in rural communities such as 
Castle Dale and Monticello, the county 

Oregon BHA members Matt Grady and Ian Reid wrestle a deadfall off the trail.
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seats for Emery and San Juan counties, 
respectively. In advance of these events, 
BHA ran color advertisements in local 
newspapers inviting interested individu-
als to stop by and visit. Traveling to these 
towns also provides an opportunity to 
meet with local politicians and officials 
involved in ongoing land use planning 
initiatives. 

 Federal lands comprise the majority 
of the lands in these areas of Utah and 
provide a wealth of outdoor recreation 
opportunities. Hunting, fishing, sight-
seeing, horseback and ATV riding are 
enjoyed by county residents and adven-
turous tourists from all over the world. 
Consequently, BHA is engaging local 
sportsmen and encouraging them to be-
come advocates for protecting high qual-
ity wildlife habitat in rural Utah.

Washington 
The Colville National Forest (CNF) 

consists of three counties and 1.1 mil-
lion acres with a diverse landscape and 
a unique opportunity for BHA. Through 
the collaborative process we have the 
ability to work with other stakeholders 
to come up with common-sense solutions 
that protect our passion for backcountry. 
This process involves getting to know 
the community leaders, U.S. Forest Ser-
vice personnel, community members that 
haven’t heard of BHA, business owners, 
OHV groups and other sportsmen’s orga-
nizations. Washington BHA Coordinator 
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Matt Scott has educated 
community members 
and public land manag-
ers through involvement 
in the North East Wash-
ington Forestry Coali-
tion (NEWFC), wildlife 
commission meetings, 
county commissioner 
hearings and field trips. 

During a recent set 
of three commissioner 
hearings in Stevens 
County for public com-
ment, the county opened 
the majority of their 
roads to OHV use. At 
one meetings attended 
by about 100 OHV us-
ers, Scott and others 
asked questions to com-
missioners and pointed 

out possibilities of abuse and inconsis-
tencies between the county’s proposal 
and the USFS Motor Vehicle Use Maps. 

In the next couple of years the CNF 
will come out with a new forest plan. 
With one community voice we have the 
ability to protect habitat, have economic 
stability and enhance recreational op-
portunities. NEWFC is one of the av-
enues BHA can use for collaboration; 
it has been very successful in working 
with conservation groups on restoration 
projects, and stewardship timber sales. 
But prior to BHA’s involvement some 
stakeholders have felt left out. Recently 
NEWFC has tried to broaden the collab-
orative and include representation from 
motorized recreation, grazing, and other 
stakeholders. 

On July 20-22 the Washington chap-
ter had its first Backcountry “Meet and 
Greet.”  Jungle Hill Trailhead is located 
in the Kettle Crest Area of the CNF we 
set up wall tents, had a barbeque, sold 
T-shirts and gave a horse ride to Senator 
Maria Cantwell’s staffer Bryan Raines. 
It was a great weekend with good food, 
friends, new members and the beauty of 
one of the great Backcountry Roadless 
areas of the CNF. Many of our members 
are looking forward season in this awe-
some mule deer habitat!

Idaho 
Last July Idaho BHA held its first an-

nual summer rendezvous in Stanley, Ida-

ho. A dozen Idaho members got together 
to enjoy the camaraderie of like-minded 
members, and we discussed the future. 
The rendezvous coincided with the Ida-
ho State Bowhunters Jamboree where 
Idaho BHA signed up four new members 
through the efforts of our volunteers at 
the recruiting booth set up at the Jam-
boree. The Idaho chapter made a $500 
sponsorship to the Idaho Wildlife Sum-
mit that will be held in Boise, with video 
feeds being available at the Idaho Fish 
& Game regional offices. Idaho BHA 
encourages all members to participate in 
the Wildlife Summit – it is critical that 
those of us promoting traditional hunting 
values and backcountry ethics stand up 
and be recognized.
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Conservation and democracy 
are among America’s most 
enduring principles, and 
each Memorial Day we take 

time to remember the millions of veter-
ans throughout our nation’s his-
tory who have sacrificed so 
much to ensure that all of 
us have the opportunity to 
experience the benefits of 
both. In fact, no other na-
tion enjoys the array of na-
tional parks, monuments, 
rangelands, forests, rivers 
and wilderness as the United 
States, what historian Freder-
ick Turner called the “greatest gift 
ever bestowed on mankind.”

Most hunters, anglers, hikers and 
sightseers don’t own an estate in Maine 
or a McMansion in the Rockies, but they 
have this birthright: an area more than 
four times the size of France. If you’re 
a citizen, you own it—about 565 million 
acres. The deed on a big part of this pub-
lic land inheritance dates back to a veter-
an and Medal of Honor winner: President 
Theodore Roosevelt. 

Roosevelt led the Rough Riders’ 
charge up San Juan Hill, urged America 
to “speak softly and carry a big stick,” 
and during his tenure as commander-in-
chief set-aside over 125 million acres of 
land as national forests, more than qua-
drupling the size of America’s national 
forest system. TR personally established 
the first 21 forest reserves, which evolved 
into the present day 192 million-acre na-
tional forest system. He also established 
the U.S. Forest Service, authorized five 
national parks, 18 national monuments 
and 51 national wildlife refuges. 

During a recent 11-day rafting trip 
through the Grand Canyon, I had the 
opportunity to experience part of TR’s 
legacy firsthand. He protected many of 
the scenic wonders of the West using 
the 1906 Lacey Antiquities Act to set 
aside numerous national monuments. 
The Grand Canyon National Monument 
in Arizona was one such scenic wonder. 

The Antiquities Act has been used by 16 
presidents to take swift action to protect 
Americans’ public lands when they are in 
jeopardy. This list of places saved by this 

law includes the Grand Canyon, Grand 
Tetons and Denali National Park. 

President George W. Bush 
set aside the 124th national 
monument, 140,000 square 
miles of ocean acreage 
called the Northwestern 
Hawaiian Islands Marine 
National Monument. And 

when President Obama 
signed a proclamation in 

November 2011 declaring Vir-
ginia’s Fort Monroe a national 

monument, he joined the ranks of 15 oth-
er presidents who have used the Antiqui-
ties Act to designate dozens of national 
monuments over the past century. 

National monuments receive less 
funding and afford fewer protections 
to wildlife than national parks, but they 
often allow hunting. For example, the 
following national monuments (among 
others) are open to hunting: Carrizo 
Plain and Giant Sequoia in California, 
Grand Canyon-Parashant in Arizona, Up-
per Missouri River Breaks in Montana, 

Grand Staircase-Escalante in Utah, Cra-
ters of the Moon in Idaho and Canyons 
of the Ancients in Colorado. 

Roosevelt’s work paved the way for 
this country’s great and noble tradition of 
protecting wilderness and wildlife (and 
hence hunting and angling) via a grow-
ing system of national monuments, wild-
life refuges, wilderness areas, parks and 
preserves. Without these large swaths 
of protected public lands, hunting and 
angling as we know them may not have 
survived the 19th century. 

A recent Colorado College State of 
the Rockies Project poll showed that 
96 percent of sportsmen in six Western 
states agreed with the statement that “our 
national parks, forests, monuments, and 
wildlife areas are an essential part of … 
[our] quality of life.” If we follow closely 
in TR’s footsteps, wildlands and wildlife 
will continue to survive and thrive, and 
future generations of hunters, anglers and 
others will experience wilderness and 
wildlife as we have. 

As TR said, “Those of us privileged 
to take to the field are entrusted by fate 
and circumstances to hold and nurture 
the hunter’s legacy.” 

—Reprinted from the Denver Post 

By DaviD Lien 

BaCkCountry 
Hunters & anglers 
Second Annual 
North American Rendezvous
Boise, Idaho • March 22-24
A weekend of skills, stories, education, 
and issues that affect hunting and fishing 
on your wild public lands. Bring the family!
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Quiet Rivers

Are there rules in place to protect your favor-
ite river from inappropriate motorized use? 
Likely not, as most western rivers have few 
restrictions. Unprotected rivers are for the 
taking. Without regulations regarding motor 

craft use, the quiet experiences you enjoy on your favorite 
river are in jeopardy. Motorized mayhem on waters usually 
begins slowly. To the casual hunter or angler, it may take 
years to notice the change. The first motorized watercraft 
may be tolerated or ignored, even though modest use levels 
shatter the quiet and the peacefulness of your experience.  
Then, after the motorized numbers increase, hunters and 
anglers seeking quiet experiences are annoyed. Eventually 
they move on. They abandon their favorite rivers in exas-
peration and seek quiet and peace elsewhere. Eventually the 
motorized users dominate the river. Agencies charged with 
regulating such activities are often reluctant to reverse mo-
torized uses in place as they know motorized groups can be 
loud and intimidating. All too often the quiet peaceful river 
evolves into a racetrack for thrill craft including high speed 
jet boats or skis.   

In western Montana, rivers have been quietly used by 
non-motorized floaters and anglers for decades. These users 
assumed nothing would change. There was little thought 
of losing the memorable experiences everybody assumed 
would be there forever. Families float in rafts and canoes; 
wildlife watchers, tubers of kids spend lazy days float-
ing; anglers slip into quiet riffles to cast to native trout on 
famous Montana rivers. These users don’t expect or want to 
have their river experience include the whine and roars of 
motors. 

Ironically, my first observation of motorized boats on 
the Bitterroot River in western Montana was the local game 
warden’s jet boat in the late 1970s. By the 1980s there was 
the occasional jet boat full of beer-swilling partiers and once 
even a jet ski with a fly rod attached passed by. By 2000, 
motorized use was definitely increasing for both jet boats 
and skis. Although there were few laws to violate, non-mo-
torized users began to complain. In 2005 the Montana De-
partment of Fish, Wildlife and Parks (MDFWP) developed 
a new concrete boat ramp and parking area in the heart of 
the Missoula Valley. The result of this easy, improved access 

in a suburban setting was significantly more motorized use. 
Motorized conflicts with non-motorized floaters and anglers 
became more common. Jet boats were even roaring through 
downtown Missoula. Jet skis were performing pirouettes in 
around drift boats. Bald eagles were forced to leave their 
perches and newly-hatched broods of waterfowl scattered 
with each passing motorboat. Muddy water along the banks 
was evidence of boat-caused bank erosion. 

The tipping point occurred when FWP proposed to con-
struct yet another concrete ramp with two 
dozen parking spots for vehicles 
with trailers. Alarmed 
and frustrated 
with the 
agency 

proposal 
to encourage 
even more 
motorized use, 
Montana Backcountry 
Hunters and Anglers demanded 
a public meeting, citing a state meeting-law 
requirement for such proposals. The public meeting attend-
ees were overwhelmingly concerned about more motorized 
use. Neighbors didn’t want the noise. Anglers didn’t want 
the disturbance. Floaters were worried about safety.  Others 
were worried about wildlife disturbance and bank erosion. 
After the public meeting concerned local groups, whose 
members had interests in quiet rivers, became united. Mon-

By Greg Munther
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tana Backcountry Hunters and Anglers, the Clark Fork Co-
alition, Trout Unlimited and Hellgate Hunters and Anglers 
bonded together to seek better motorized regulations.    

The groups’ cohesive position was that it was inappro-
priate to have additional river boating facilities developed 
until motorized use was controlled. Our coalition of groups 
offered to develop our own proposal, or suggested FWP 
could develop a proposal to which we would comment. 
FWP chose to develop a proposal which was a good start-

ing point but did not provide the assurance 
of quiet water we felt was suf-

ficient to assure safety, 
protect the rivers 

and minimize 
user con-

flicts. 

After a 
public comment 

period that had mo-
torized users making intimi-

dating accusations, FWP weakened 
its original proposal to be less restrictive. The 

majority of public comments were in favor of additional 
motorized restrictions, but motorized users had organized 
considerable very vocal minority support for motorized us-
ers from across the state.    

Our final opportunity to affect the regulatory outcome 
was to attend the decision-making meeting of the FWP 
Commission, which makes the final decision.  Our organi-

zation’s representatives attended and spoke with appropriate 
facts at the meeting and were able to get some substantial 
changes that much improved the final regulations.  Our years 
of work had resulted in long-term assurance of quiet river 
experiences. 

As a result, the newly adopted regulations will allow 
motorized use on the lower Bitterroot River for boats with 
less than 20 horsepower only during the fall waterfowl 
season.  The Clark Fork River will be closed to all motorized 
use upstream from the confluence with the Bitterroot River, 
including downtown Missoula. Downstream from the Bit-
terroot the Clark Fork will be open only during a six week 
spring period for all craft for about 7 miles. For the next 20 
miles, the Clark Fork will be closed to motorized craft dur-
ing the summer fishing and floating season.  Jet skis (person-
al water craft) are now banned from all of these waters. 

Suggestions for others seeking regulations to protect or 
restore quiet rivers in their area include: 

1) Begin now. The longer motorized use is established 
the more difficult regulating that use will become. Ideally get 
regulations in place before significant motorized use begins. 

2) Join forces of common interest. Enlist support and 
participation from other interest groups, including sportsmen 
organizations, homeowners associations, birding and other 
nature groups, recreation groups and unorganized non-mo-
torized users. 

3) Learn which agencies are responsible for regulating 
motorized river use and what policies for public use are in 
place. 

4) Gather science-based information about effects of 
motorized use on other users, safety and resource effects.  

5) Meet and get to know the decision makers if possible. 
Sit down to describe your issues and what potential solutions 
exist. 

6) Learn how to be effective in the public input process-
es. Work with media effectively. 

7) Strategize a balanced approach and solution that is 
salable to decision makers responsible for a diverse public. 

8) Anticipate the opponents’ arguments and be prepared 
to address them.  

9) Develop a strong public awareness campaign and 
help non-motorized river users participate in the process.  

The Story Behind Regulating Motorized 
Use on the Bitterroot and Clark Fork Rivers
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MISSES

Everything that could have 
gone wrong, had, or so it 
seemed; and yet for awhile, 
even in the blown-chances 
funk, even with the malin-

gering what-ifs, I recognized the funk’s 
blessing. The last several years, I had 
been fortunate enough to wander into an 
elk on the first morning of rifle season – 
incredible luck, one year after another 
– but it had begun to occur to me after 
such instances, with thirty-plus days still 
remaining in the season, that while I had 
gained in the bounty of wild meat, my 
good fortune also meant the end of elk 
season, almost as soon as it had begun. 

How wonderful, how blessed – how 
unmodern! – that one of the things I most 
love is also good for me.

All season, I had trailed bulls, big 
bulls, by minutes, even minutes. I had 
tracked them near-perfectly for hours 
only to step on a twig at the precise 
wrong moment. I had busted up herds I 
never saw with other twig-cracks, herds 
whose existence was revealed to me only 
a minute or two later in the torn-up snow 
and black-earth divots launched from the 
rock shelf above me. On one mountain, I 
cut fresh tracks opening morning – we’d 
been fortunate enough to get light snow 
that night – and I was merrily following 
those tracks up the mountain before look-
ing down and glimpsing through the trees 
two orange-clad hunters hurrying on, 

coyote-like, across my tracks and down 
the logging road below, clearly trying the 
old end-around; and sure enough, half an 
hour later, I cut their tracks where they 
had come upslope and cut in on “my” elk 
tracks. Grotesque. Just go buy one in a 
grocery store if you’ve got to have one 
that bad.

I peeled north and an hour later caught 
a whiff of elk, then heard them galloping 
away – a big herd – and followed their 
tracks back down into another jungle. I 
was surprised they’d spooked – I’d been 
downwind, but didn’t puzzle over it too 
much. I was just glad to be following 
fresh tracks on opening day. Each year 
the anticipation and the process becomes 
ever-larger, ever-fuller while the final 
sight of the animal, turned broadside and 
looking back, and the subsequent kill, 
becomes smaller. The intangible and va-
porous – the ethereal dreaming and the 
following – becomes ever-more substan-
tial, and the hard, physical, tangible fact 
of the animal itself – the scent and the 
sight of it, and, later, the touch, as you 
begin to clean it, to claim it – becomes 
more and more symbol, talisman, dust, 
a memory. Imagination, and the simple 

tradition of being out on the landscape, 
begins to seem like a thing almost as du-
rable as the landscape itself, while the elk 
– each year’s elk, both those gotten and 
those not-gotten – come to seem more 
and more like stardust, fantasy, whether 
killed or not. Even kneeling next to a big 
six-point, the bull outweighing you by six 
hundred pounds, the hunt – once a means 
to an end – now seems as dense and large 
as, or larger than, the animal itself.

I walked carefully and quietly, and 
caught up with those animals when they 
bedded – a cow, a calf and a spike – and 
then left them, heading for another ridge, 
where, upon reaching it, I found horse 
tracks through the ankle-deep snow. Too 
many people!  How we need the big wild 
roadless areas, and the wildernesses, to 
filter and absorb us, to spread and dif-
fuse us, while at the same time protecting 
our beloved quarry. And what paradox 
upon paradox: I approve of people hav-
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By Rick Bass

Remembering the hunt 
is no less sweet than 

recalling the kill. 



ing access to the rarity of non-motorized 
experiences in pristine backcountry – I 
imagined the horseperson easing along in 
the new snow, looking around – but it’s a 
tough way to hunt in this heavily timbered 
country, not real practical – you can’t just 
spy tracks, leave your horse, and go wan-
dering off following them for eight or ten 
hours, in this jungle – and anyway, what 
I love best about the backcountry is the 
solitude – the space and time to think and 
the space and time where the majesty and 
glory of the made and intricately-ordered, 
infinitely-complex world asserts itself 
fully before you, with no mask or artifice 
of concrete or other brief and flimsy hu-

man construct, and your puniness, your 
brief human frailty, is revealed to you in 
more accurate, if not yet overwhelmingly 
complete, proportions. And in that newer, 
cleaner realization of how large and old 
and powerful the world is, and how puny 
any one life, the traveler, the woods-go-
er, the hunter, the searcher, understands; 
therefore, the implicit outcome of that 
equation: The incredible amount of grace 
required to balance the inequity of that 
equation. Man equals world, man ver-

sus world, man in the world? None of it 
adds up – our existence – without huge, 
overwhelming, jetstream-sized flowings 
of grace.

What paradox then, to want all fellow 
travelers to be able to know and experi-
ence that awe, and yet – this one snowy 
morning, at least, this one ridge – to not 
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wish to share it.
Again, then, as a society we need 

many such ridges. As many, perhaps, as 
there are ridges and ravines in the crenu-
lations of the brain: not just any one per-
son’s mind, but as many as there are in 
all the different ridges and folds of all the 
people living in any one landscape. And 
the world, the wild world, still can pro-
vide this – barely – if we consider such 
things, and act. Certainly, this corner of 
the world can provide us with this – and 
can still yield more than enough timber 
for our local family-owned mill, and can 
yield elk, too, for those willing to go far 
enough into the forest to look for them, 
and to wait for luck: to wait for the equa-
tion to shift, and for the woods to relax, 
to absorb and incorporate the traveler, the 
newcomer, into the forest, and to release 
then, occasionally, a gift, and a perhaps-
necessary part of some tiny circular cycle 
within an in infinitude of the other larger 
such cycles that comprise the design of 
the made and natural world.

A paradox. I want us all to be able 
to know and experience this: just not this 
one morning, in this one place. I was still 
too close to a road, was the problem, and 
the solution was obvious, and not unwel-
come, even to a middle-aged desk-jock-
ey. I turned west, left the horse-tracks, 
and headed through a snarl of blow-down 
lodgepole where no horse or rider could 
possibly go. After only 10 or so minutes, 
I picked up more tracks – never had I en-
countered such a nest of elk, such a cluster, 
in this timbered country – although they 
were panicked, flightsome tracks, rather 
than the serene wanderings of a herd 
not yet disturbed by the scent or sound 
or sight of man, they were fresh tracks 
in new snow – what more could a hunter 

ask for? – and the day was still young. 
My pleasure – my anticipation of 

bounty – was short-lived; after only an-
other five minutes, two sets of human 
tracks, joined the elk, with the irregular-
ly-waffled designs on the bottoms of the 
hunter’s boots disappointingly crisp and 
lucid in that perfect new snow: and I had 
to cede territory yet again, under the un-
written rules of manners, and of safety. 

I dropped still lower on the moun-
tain, deeper down into the timber, where 
– but of course – I finally found what I 
had been looking for, a lone set of crisp, 
clean breakaway elk tracks: big elk 
tracks, surely an old bull who had learned 
to slip away from the herd in times of 
stress, in the chaos and turmoil of tracks 
going everywhere – having learned, over 
the years, that in their excitement – in 
our excitement – the human hunters al-
most invariably followed the larger swirl 
of tracks, the majority, the deep trough 
of torn-up snow, not noticing the lone 
easing-away set of the herd bull; and that 
in our haste, eagerness, and anticipation, 
we immediately locked in on the groove 
of the herd, and followed them to the 
horizon, leaving the bull safe in cunning 
isolation...

Feeling like I’d found a huge diamond 
– feeling better than that, and far richer, 
for a diamond was enduring, and hence 
ultimately common, whereas the gift of 
the moment – one elk, in new snow, on 
the first day of the season in my forty-
sixth year, was temporal, already vanish-
ing in the winds of time, even as I entered 
the chase – was fleeting, impermanent, 
and hence rarer than rare, and richer than 
rich – I settled deliciously into the quiet 
pursuit of that solitary big bull. 

I tried not to anticipate the end of the 

trail, nor the sight of his huge body, and 
the giant antlers just ahead of me, which 
would mark the end of the hunt.

I followed him for two hours, trying 
hard to be perfect; and finally, I glimpsed 
his back half, not forty yards in front of 
me, slipping through a forest of big larch. 
I knelt and scoped him – one more sec-
ond – but then he was behind a tree, still 
walking, not running, but out of sight. 

I hurried forward, but his pace was 
calibrated to mine – he knew there were 
hunters on the mountain, knew somehow 
he was being followed, and was evidently 
resolved to give no ground.

I did not find him again. Crushingly, 
after so much hope and investment – so 
much work, even if glorious, exalted work 
– his tracks, amazingly, crossed those of 
the other hunters above me, who had 
been led by “their” herd, as if traveling in 
parallel series, to this same conjuncture: 
the bull evidently not yet willing to give 
up the herd, and the herd likewise not yet 
ready to release the bull; the two braids, 
previously separated in the wild yaw of 
panic, tightening again and recovering, 
here on the mountains backside.

Once more, I was amongst others, 
even if I could not see them – separated 
from them, in the dark timber, by sec-
onds – and now I found where they had 
spooked the herd yet again, setting off a 
whole new chase, and educating – terri-
fying – the elk still further.

I turned and headed home. There 
were still 34 days left in the season. I 
would find a farther mountain, and would 
travel farther in.

 
The next day I did just that, cutting 

solitary tracks on a mountaintop not long 
after daylight – a beautiful sunrise, blue 
sky and sparkling snow on top of the 
mountain, while the valleys below swam 
in rivers of silvery serpentine fog – and 
I followed him, mere minutes behind 
him all morning before bumping a snow-
buried log with my boot and, not sixty 
seconds later, coming upon the startle of 
tracks, indicating where, just ahead of 
me, he had heard that little misstep and 
had bolted down the mountain and out of 
the snow. Thirty-three days left.

 
The next day I followed a giant bull 

on yet another mountain for twelve hours 

‘As long as they are there, and in their wild country, is what 
matters: and the longer the season, and the more places 
they have to which they can run and hide, the better.’
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– following him in a circuitous wan-
dering across creeks and rivers, up and 
down mountains and through nearly im-
penetrable alder as he tried to shake me 
– never panicking and running, only try-
ing to wear me down into quitting; as I in 
turn tried to wear him down to the point 
of pausing, just once, on some knoll and 
looking down, with fatigued curiosity, to 
see just exactly who or what was dogging 
him, and to reassess the threat ...

After eight hours, exhausted – as I 
knew he had to be – I saw the knoll where 
I sensed he would make his broad sweep. 
It’s odd, what you can divine and intuit 
about an animal after following in his 
tracks, step for step, for so long – leaving 
your body to go under the same branches, 
and choosing this path over that path, ten 
thousand times – locking in, eventually, 
into a kind of physical and even mental 
apprenticeship, upon that certain land-
scape – and daringly, I broke off of the 
tracks and headed for that knoll, which 
lay at a ninety-degree angle to the direc-
tion he’d been traveling.

When I crested it, I found that I had 
been correct – he had turned and headed 
for it – but he must have gotten there 
seconds before I made my own turn to-
ward it, for he must have seen something, 
some tiny movement in the alder below, 
because there was a giant absence of 
tracks, as if he had vanished, where he 
had leapt from the knoll; and it was off to 
the races, back down the mountain again, 
three thousand hard-earned feet unspool-
ing now, and I followed, followed until 
dark, through curtain-branched hallways 
of old larch, and across clear water rif-
fling creeks in shadowy canyons, the 
boulders midstream mounded with snow, 
breathing twin jets of vapor from my 
nostrils whenever I entered those frigid 
canyon-shadows ...

Thirty-two days left.
 
There were days when I floundered 

through snow without ever cutting a sin-
gle track – a day when I heard the steady 
boom of thunder, and saw bolts of light-
ning flashing through the falling snow – 
and I became more and more worn down, 
more and more gaunt and tender-footed 
and sore-kneed and exalted – disap-
pearing, deeper into the hunt with each 
passing failure, each passing gift. I stick-

cracked another unseen herd into flight 
one day – so close – but caught back 
up with them, and watched for several 
minutes as a cow, calf, and spike fed just 
ahead of me, sequestered in an old for-
est of Douglas fir, the winter-light upon 
their gold and brown backs looking like 
the ancient illuminations in some olden 
painter of the Hudson Valley school, only 
it was not olden-light, nor olden paint-
ing, but right now, the here-and-now, in 
a way that I rarely find myself able to 
experience any more, my mind too-often 
filled these days with hope or regret, or 
both, and with dreams and plans, lists 
and responsibilities, schedules and dead-
lines – some professional, some familial, 
some personal, some activist – and as I 
crouched there watching the small herd 
paw the snow and graze contentedly, un-
aware of my presence, I felt myself filling 
with something that had been long gone 
from me – some strength, some wild-
ness, some beauty and solace, and some 
indefinable other thing, which I knew 
would sustain me long after the season 

was over, and was, these days, as almost 
much a reason as to why I hunted as the 
meat itself.

I watched these elk – I was nearly 
amongst them, so close but still they did 
not know I was there – and I rested, and 
felt my spirits filling back up, felt it so 
strongly that it was almost audible, like 
the sound of water dripping into an emp-
ty well, recharging it slowly but steadily, 
one more time.

I was remembering that old lesson, 
increasingly sweeter with each passing 
year, that although there is a blessing in 
finding an elk early, in good wild country 
there is also a blessing in finding elk later 
in the year, or even in not finding them 
at all. As long as they are there, and in 
their wild country, is what matters: and 
the longer the season, and the more plac-
es they have to which they can run and 
hide, the better. I was blessed to finally 
catch up with an animal, and to make a 
hard hunt, in so doing – but a year later, 
remembering, the searching was no less 
fine than the finding and the taking. 

www.realavid.com
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Of Wolves 
& Wildness

By Scott Stouder
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The sound drifted down from a few hundred yards 
uphill, swelling from a deep baritone to a high wa-
vering pitch that faded to a primal moan. I leaned 
my rifle against a tree and stepped over a windfall to 

kneel and listen. 
An answer came farther up the ridge. As it rose in pitch and 

volume a third and fourth joined, then the first voice boomed 
again and the harmonic resonance poured through the dark 
spruce like waves on a pond. 

It was September 2003. In nearly 30 years of hunting elk in 
Idaho I’d never heard the howl of wolves. 

Wolves – here on this ridge where I’d stalked elk alone for 
two decades. I felt a flush of frustration. I would see no elk to-
day. Not with howls echoing from the mountains. 

In 1995, when I’d heard about the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service’s (USFWS) plan to re-introduce wolves to Yellowstone 
National Park and central Idaho, I’d supported the effort – intel-
lectually. But now, faced with the reality of wolves here, where 
I’d spent over half of my autumns hunting elk, I suddenly had 
second thoughts. 

Elk are why I come to this land. They fill a wilderness niche 
that those places without elk seem only to echo. Elk not only 
supply the fuel for my body, they feed my soul. But the 
sudden presence of competitors, who play by rules I can’t 
control, whirled my emotions. 

However, as I listened to their haunting concert I felt 
an old awareness first stirred while hunting in Alberta’s 
Big Smoky River country in the early 1970s. I was young 
then and that big land was still relatively wild – not yet fully 
invaded by oil, gas and timber roads. It was there I’d first heard 
the spine-tingling howl of wolves. More important, it was there 
I was first cut by the sharp edge of truth that wildness defines 
hunting. Over the years, as hunting has spiraled from the viril-
ity of wildness into the sterility of mono-agriculture, that edge 
has been dulled. Hunting animals is not the same as harvest-
ing a crop. We don’t stalk cattle and we seldom strategize over 
gathering corn. Hunting is infinitely more complex. But with-
out a full host of predators it loses much of that complexity. As 
important, that loss has eroded our cultural definition as hunt-
ers. As we systemically removed predators from the landscape 
hunting began its slow slide into fenced preserves and managed 
“harvests.” By the 1940s wolves had been eradicated from cen-
tral Idaho and most of the West. And their silence has been a 
missing ecological stitch in our hunting tapestry ever since. 

My connection to that natural fabric was what I first sensed 
in Alberta so many years ago. And, as I listened to wolves for 
the first time in Idaho I thought about that connection. 

Wolves are the oldest and most efficient terrestrial hunters. 
Their ground-covering gait can carry them 60 miles in a day’s 
hunt. Throughout a lifetime, which can span 15 years, they ac-
cumulate intimate knowledge of terrain, weather and animal 
movements that are unfathomable to all but those whose lives 
revolve around hunting. 

In his book “Of Wolves and Men” Barry Lopez describes an 

old Nunamiut hunter who, at the end of his life, knew intimately 
every trail, canyon and ridge of his hunting area in Alaska’s 
Brooks Range. When asked who knew more about where and 
when to hunt, how to survive a blizzard or a year without cari-
bou – an old man or an old wolf, the hunter paused before an-
swering “The same, they know the same.” 

Therein lays the conflict between wolves and hunters. We 
are very much alike. Because of that similarity wolves have 
been simply viewed as competitors. Absent from our nation’s 
history are stories of wolves as critical links to the preservation 
of wildness. Actually our history is a chronicle of the struggle 
against wildness. And our future as a hunting society is imper-
iled because of it. 

That attitude is changing – albeit slowly. Recent research is 
beginning to verify what many hunters have intuitively known 
but have been unable to articulate; that the natural world is 
bonded by the ecological interactions of all species – including 
humans and wolves. 

After decades of rising populations, elk numbers have de-
clined in the wilderness of the West. Many hunters blame it on 
wolves. Certainly wolves eat elk. But the relationship is not 
that simple. Even without wolves fewer bulls would be bugling 

in wilderness today. Rifle hunting during the September 
breeding season, when bull elk are the most vulnerable, 
is still legal in the most remote areas of Idaho, Wyoming 
and Montana. Hunting bull elk during the rut with a 
high-powered, scoped rifle is a lethal combination. The 

justification for this early season hunt has always been 
that few people have the wherewithal to venture into deep 

wilderness. But that theory has been outdated since the early 
1980s when many backcountry airstrips needed air-traffic con-
trol in mid-September, and wilderness meadows sprouted wall 
tents like mushrooms. 

At the same time bugling experts and seminars sprang up 
around the West and legions of hunters began invading the wil-
dernesses with a rifle in one hand and a revolution of elk-call-
ing technology in the other. The ridges suddenly rang with elk 
bugles, chirps and grunts. Elk calling, once a homegrown skill 
crafted from converted pieces of rubber hose and discarded 
plumbing parts, blossomed into a multi-million dollar industry 
replete with latex mouth diaphragms, plastic grunt tubes and 
how-to-call-monster-bull tapes. 

Propelling this techno-revolution was a marketing flood 
popularizing rut elk hunting. Hunting magazine covers featured 
huge bulls with necks stretched, mouths agape and glazed eyes 
screaming excitement and adventure to a world stuck in crowd-
ed airports and shopping malls. 

Through the 1980s popularity in elk calling and hunting dur-
ing breeding season surged. And so did hunter success. Pack-
string after packstring wound out of the wilderness adorned 
with ivory-tipped racks from prime-aged breeding bulls. Wild-
life biologists warned that we were “mining” our breeding bull 
population in the backcountry. But by then the outfitting indus-
try had become addicted to the rut-induced, fair weather hunt 

predators add to hunting experience
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and political pressure to continue hunting in September was 
enormous. 

By the early 1990s wilderness hunters began noticing 
changes. Older bulls were getting harder to find. But over hunt-
ing was only one of the weights pulling from the opposite end 
of the wilderness elk spectrum. Our past was just beginning to 
catch up with us. At the same time as bull numbers were sliding 
in the backcountry a lingering drought joined forces with eight 
decades of fire suppression. Wildfires began igniting across 
much of the West. 

In 1988, with the Yellowstone conflagration inflaming na-
tional headlines, hundreds of thousands of acres quietly burned 
in Idaho’s wilderness. Then, in 1994, large sections of wilder-
ness river breaks and timbered ridges were scorched by wildfire 
in the West. Each summer, during the late 1990s, 
wilderness fires fed on a landscape fatten by its 
own absence. Finally, in 2000, nearly 750,000 
acres burned in Idaho’s backcountry. And simi-
lar blazes cleared timber in other western states. 

By 1996 wolves had been reintroduced into 
central Idaho’s huge roadless and wilderness 
complex, the Yellowstone region and parts of 
Montana. And like the wildfires the big canines 
began preying on an ecosystem that had long been imbalanced. 
They found an uneducated prey base that hadn’t seen a wolf 
pack in dozens of generations living in a landscape being “re-
opened” by fire. 

Elk, wolves and fire all evolved together. The succulent 
shrubs and grass that follow a wildfire benefit elk in the long 
run, but wolves run their prey down. And, in the short run, open 
areas, left in the wake of large fires, can help tip the balance to-
ward wolves. The combination of unwary prey and open ground 
has increased Idaho’s wolf numbers from the 15 reintroduced in 
1995 to their present number of hundreds. 

But there are no straight lines in nature. The line between 
increasing wolves and decreasing elk becomes blurred when 
it’s viewed over time. By the early 1990s bull numbers in many 
wildernesses were already sliding due to overhunting, but elk 
were still relatively plentiful so few hunters took notice. And 
there were no wolves. 

By the late 1990s, after wolves came on the scene, bull elk 

were in rapid decline. And that decline began to be reflected in 
fewer hunters. Today, vacant wilderness camps, trailhead park-
ing space and disgruntled hunters are all easier to find than elk. 
There are fewer elk in the backcountry than in previous de-
cades. And there are wolves. Many simply assume that one is 
the result of the other. 

Curt Mack is the wildlife biologist who has directed Idaho’s 
wolf recovery for the Nez Perce tribe since the USFWS started 
Idaho’s program. The tribe volunteered to direct the program 
after Idaho’s wildlife agency declined amid political outcries 
over wolves. 

An avid elk hunter, Mack readily admits that wolves can 
impact local elk populations in the short term – especially 
when those elk haven’t dealt with wolves for generations. But 

he doesn’t think the same answer is true for the 
larger question: Are wolves responsible for Ida-
ho’s decline in elk populations? 

“From a hunter’s perspective, it’s always 
easier to simplify issues, but there is no simple 
answer to that question,” Mack said. 

He’s right. The closer you look at wolves and 
elk the more complex things get. Before wolf re-
introduction Idaho’s backcountry elk herds were 

already in decline because of overhunting, landscape habitat 
changes and aging elk herds. 

Massive wildfires opened up central Idaho early in the 20th 
century. Those burns exploded into forage and elk. But the For-
est Service started an aggressive fire suppression program on 
the heels of those fires. That program was followed, very suc-
cessfully, for over half a century. What was once a vast land-
scape of succulent brush and grass slowly changed into trees 
and over-aged shrub fields. 

By the early 1990s, as central Idaho’s elk herds suffered from 
low calf/cow ratios, fingers pointed at cougars and bears. But 
research began showing that the elk herds had too many older 
cows that weren’t reproducing. Other research shows that prey 
selection patterns of wolves and cougars are different. Hunt-
ing by ambush and stealth, cougars (as well as human hunters) 
tend to take healthier animals than wolves. Because they run 
their quarry down, wolves generally select, by default, weaker 
animals. The same research suggests that wolves kill only two 

Wolves ignite deep 
forces that compel 
us to revisit our 
past and consider 
our future. 

Today, vacant wilderness camps, trailhead parking space and disgruntled hunters are all easier to find than elk. 
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to five percent of an elk wintering population while cougars kill 
three-to-five times that many animals. Further, many believe 
that wolf packs will eventually displace other predators leaving 
a more balanced predator-prey relationship that will, in the long 
run, benefit elk. 

In my state of Idaho many hunters blame wolves for the 
downturn in elk numbers in the backcountry. Passions run high 
on the subject. I am reminded of the early 1990s in Oregon and 
Washington when it was apparent that the great salmon runs 
that once filled our coastal rivers had vanished. Seals were the 
handy culprits. They ate salmon. They were protected under the 
Marine Mammals Protection Act. Salmon were disappearing – 
therefore seals were the culprit. Straight-line, cause and effect. 
End of discussion. But the data shows that seals and salmon had 
coexisted for millennia. There had always been seals and there 
had always been salmon. However, by the late 20th century, 
overfishing and habitat degradation had so severely crippled the 
once diverse and healthy fish runs that seals were in fact killing 
a larger proportion of the last remaining fish. However, sim-
ply killing seals without addressing the other factors wouldn’t 
bring salmon back. Only by addressing fundamental problems 
of overfishing, habitat loss and ecological fragmentation could 
we restore salmon to the rivers. Finally throughout the last de-
cade, although restoration is far from accomplished, most folks 
along the coast have come to realize that truth. 

Will the same story be told of wolves and elk? From to-
day’s perspective it’s hard to say. Few topics stir our emotions 
as hunters like the subject of other predators. 

On one of our last days in the wilderness last hunting season 
my wife and I sat on a windfall on the same ridge where I’d first 
heard wolves so many years before. Fog hung at treetop level 
and rain fell steadily. Far up on a timbered point 
came the howl of a wolf. The voice boomed through 
the trees and resonated in the thick, moist air. 

I turned and looked at Holly. She had never heard 
a wolf howl. Her eyebrows lifted and her eyes were 
filled with the unspoken words: “That’s a wolf!” 

We sat still for several moments after the last 
thread of sound faded into the spiral tops of ancient spruce.     
Finally I rose, picked up my rifle and straightened my knees. 

Several years ago a wildfire swept up the south face of the 
ridge above us before burning out at the crest of the damp north-
ern slope. I pictured the wolf padding between a walk and a run 
along that line – between green spruce and black poles. Like 
wild trout holding between current and calm, wolves move on 
the edge of things – meadow and timber, darkness and light. 
They walk the fragile edge of our ecological understanding. 

As we turned toward camp I knew there would be no elk 
meat for us that day. I felt that same knot of ambivalence in 
my gut that I’d felt years ago when I’d first heard wolves here. 
But as we walked through the wilderness, far from the sounds 
and sights of humans, the knot subsided. It was replaced by the 
realization that simply killing an elk isn’t enough. The act needs 
to be a part of something larger. 

That something larger is wildness. And wolves help us de-
fine it. They are a beat in the heart of wild land. They take us 

back to that place where wildness has never left. The sound of 
their voices rekindles long ago campfires when we ate meat 
with our hands and shared the stories of wolf packs, great bears, 
giant elk and huge bison. 

Whether we hate them or love them, wolves ignite deep 
forces that compel us to revisit our past and consider our future. 
They force us to examine our most cherished beliefs about our 
place in this world. 
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northern Plains Paradise
Hike in Buffalo Gap National Grassland reminder of need for land protection

By Terry Mayes

Sunset is coming as I start down the grassy slope. I 
know that my movement toward the valley floor will 
speed darkness. About two minutes into my descent, 
something catches my eye from the left. I turn and 

find myself eye to eye with an astounding mule deer buck, 
close enough for an easy count of his bristling tines. He’s a 
4-by-4 with a huge spread, about six inches of velvet hanging 
from his left antler. This tendril will no doubt be brushed off in 
the next day or so as the buck polishes his antlers on a choke-
cherry bush or small cedar. He seems to sense that I pose no 
threat, and we share a full minute of mutual interest before he 
begins a slow, bounding trot up a draw – then vanishes like a 
fleeting thought. 

Near the 
valley floor in 
the Buffalo Gap 
National Grass-
land’s Indian 
Creek, I cross 
through a small 
rock bed near 
lush grass that 
has responded 
well to being 
grazed. If the 
sun were higher, 
I might find a 
prairie agate, or 
on a perfect day 
perhaps even a 
Fairburn agate. 
Those treasures lie in wait for the keenly observant or just 
lucky rock hunter who catches the right angle of approach to 
be rewarded with an ancient prize. 

Traveling toward the center of the valley near Indian 
Creek, I feel the stir of evening air. A whisper in my ear is 
nature’s message of the peace found here. Though dark is fast 
descending, I feel safe and comforted. The dusk brings more 
sounds as now I hear frogs singing their summer songs from 
near the creek. They must have inspired the crickets, as that 
chirping cadence fills the air. 

Two sharp yips warn me just enough to be ready for the 
long and haunting howl of a female coyote. She seems to 
be on a bluff to the west. She and her pups prepare for the 
evening’s hunt. Her instincts tell of a coming full moon, and 
she will use its light to her advantage. She will be teaching 
the primeval ways, and the pups will be learning to hunt and 
live. From far to the south comes an answering cry. I imagine 
I hear the language of the far-distant past as it travels across 

the bluffs just as it did a thousand years ago. A small shiver 
passes through my body. It must be some remembered instinct 
from long ago, reminding me that there once was a time when 
I might have been prey for a wild animal. 

Preparing to retrace my steps back to the vehicle, I pause 
to contemplate where I am and what revelations arise. This 
wild and open space has caused me to wonder about its future, 
and about the opportunities that should be protected for visi-
tors and stakeholders in the years to come. I believe one of the 
truest measures of humankind’s stewardship of the Earth is the 
way special natural places are treated and preserved. Today, 
the marks are high for care of this ground where I stand. 

However, as 
our love of the 
outdoors ebbs 
and flows with 
coming gen-
erations, will the 
spirit of steward-
ship continue? 
Thinking about 
all of this elicits 
yet more ques-
tions: What fin-
gers will fashion 
the quilt of a law 
to perpetuate 
this landscape 
in its wild, 
unspoiled state? 
What shoulders 

will bear up the fabric and carry it through the difficult pas-
sages? When the protective law becomes a reality, what arms 
will reach out to help secure the final design so that personal 
stakes, hopes and dreams are attainable? The answer is clear. 
It will take all of us, known and yet to be known, helping to 
shepherd a well-balanced wilderness law forward, and to ad-
vocate for its responsible, meaningful implementation. 

The cool of the evening begins to rise from the ground, 
complementing the subdued moonlight that floods my sur-
roundings. Climbing the slope, I feel the final warmth fade 
from the day as I reach the top of the rise. The vista below 
me now has an entirely different look and feel. Shadows are 
deeper; all the sharp edges are softening. The scene is dream-
like, arresting. This bountiful night vision is a uniquely power-
ful statement of how important it is to save the lasting legacy 
of this place for all generations. 

Terry Mayes is a volunteer with the South Dakota Wild 
Grassland Coalition and lives in Rapid City. 

In 2002, South Dakota’s Indian Creek was recommended for wilderness designation.
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Meat Eater, Adventures from the life of an American Hunter 
By Steven Rinella 
231 pages; Spiegel & Grau. 2012. 

Periodically, a hunting writer aims for the impossible: to 
explain the why of modern hunting, as opposed to pro-
ducing just another “how to” book. 

The task is impossible because the motivations and impulses 
behind hunting are as individual as each hunter, and go so deep 
into the human psyche as to transcend language. 

Most writers wilt at the challenge. Exceptions include Jose 
Ortega y Gasset (Meditations on Hunting), Earnest Hemingway 
(Green Hills of Africa), Tom McGuane (Outside Chance), and 
David Petersen (A Hunter’s Heart). Put Steven Rinella’s new 
title, Meat Eater, on the same shelf as the classics. 

Rinella is the host of the Meat Eater series on the Sports-
man Channel, which has distinguished itself as a thoughtful and 
informed program in a genre saturated with ego, ignorance and 
poor taste. 

But the written word allows Rinella to showcase his liter-
ary talent. A fog bank sweeps across an Alaska ridge “so thick 
and solid it looked like it could scrape up my tent and carry it 
away.” An Arizona puma takes a step “as lightly as a balloon 
touching the ground.” 

Rinella is an improbable combination of egghead history 
nerd, gonzo adventurer and urbane foodie, all wrapped up in a 
boyish glee for hunting and fishing. 

Meat Eater tackles the meatiest issues of modern hunting 
and fishing – not just if hunting and fishing is ethical, but when, 
and what makes it so. Tales of steelheading in Michigan and 
bonefishing in the Yucatan prompt an exploration into catch-
and-release v. catch-to-eat. A trek after Alaska Dall sheep raises 
the question of what is trophy hunting; a pursuit after moun-
tain lions explores the relationship between hunters and dogs. 
Perhaps most honest is his examination of his own tenure as a 
fur-trapper. (“I had seen things that would make PETA posters 
look like ads for Disney movies.”) 

But mostly, it’s about story. There are in parts of the book 
several small plots crammed into each page, counting the foot-
notes. Many of these surround Rinella’s feral Michigan upbring-
ing, his dad (a hardboiled World War II vet) and his two equally 

gonzo brothers. (Which makes the reader wonder about, and 
sympathize with, his mother.) 

Will the book enlighten non-hunters of the righteousness of 
our pursuits? Maybe. Will it succeed commercially? Perhaps. 
But there is another measure of success. Is it fun to read? The 
answer is yes. 
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BAcKcoUNTRY BooKsHELF              By Ben Long

Rinella aims for the impossible, scores a hit
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The Art of 
Elk Antler Collecting

During the past couple of decades my wife and 
I have found over 1,000 elk antlers. So it was 
reasonable for me to believe that, over time, we 
had figured out how to do it. By referring to 

journal entries, we made educated guesses where to hike 
and hunt for antlers at different times of the year.

In Nevada, naturally shed antlers can be legally col-
lected any time. It is both illegal and unethical to harass 
wildlife, and it’s easy to do accidentally in early spring 
when elk recover from winter and are more accessible at 
lower elevations. The U.S. Forest Service and the Bureau 
of Land Management manage 82 percent of the land in 
Nevada and 92 percent of the land where we live in White 
Pine County. These agencies implement seasonal closures 
on roads and limit vehicle use to designated roads and 
trails, and they enforce these limitations.

When we first hunted elk antlers it seemed to be an 
insurmountable task. With so many millions of acres of 
public land and just a few thousand elk, it was like find-
ing a needle in a haystack. It was thrilling to find any elk 
antler, no matter how small or how old. As we progressed 
in this hobby our focus changed to fresh antlers, larger 
antlers and paired antlers. High-quality binoculars helped 
our proficiency in maximizing opportunities for success. 
Some outings were like a giant Easter egg hunt. 

We became students of elk behavior. Spring is a time of 
year for elk to conserve energy and also to refuel from the 
winter. They do not move about aimlessly in their quest for 
food, thermal cover, security, water and bedding. We be-
gan to look for movement patterns, but their habits change 
from year to year depending on the weather and responses 
to human disturbance.

We maximized our luck through scouting wintering elk 
from a distance. Some of the things we tried: 

• Used good optics
• In the right place at the right time
• Willing to leave the vehicle and hike over the ridge 

and into rough country that provided security cover
• Concentrated on south slopes and green-up
• Read the country and deducing where the elk were 

likely to move and why
• Adjusted the spring antler search in accordance with 

the snowpack and spring weather

By Jake Rajala

So it was with dismay that over a couple weeks last 
summer I hiked 17 hours in “shed antler habitats” without 
finding an antler. While I knew we needed to make edu-
cated guesses and put in field time, I questioned my profi-

It’s thrilling to find an elk shed. A good place to look is 
on south slopes during green up.
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ciency in this hobby that started to feel like work. I could 
console myself with the knowledge that my wife, who hiked 
nearby, had found six elk sheds, so we must have been do-
ing something right. Besides, I got to have daily picnics in 
the mountains.

I mentally reviewed important considerations for the 
enlightened shed elk antler hunter. Was I looking for the 
whole antler when I should be looking for just a clue? Did 
I depend on my eyes when I should trust my binoculars?  
It is easy to miss a sheen that appears unnatural (fresh elk 
antlers are quite shiny), a speck of white, a horizontal line 
in the grass, a fork, or curve of a tine when looking at an 
expanse of country. 

Binoculars will not only enlarge an area but force at-
tention on a smaller chunk of ground. During some years, 
more than 30 percent of all antlers found are first seen 
through binoculars. One must examine everything suspi-
cious. Ninety percent of the time it will not be an antler, 
but investigating every square inch of ground will increase 
your antler haul. Especially check anything suspicious that 
your mind dismisses as “just too big to be an antler.” That 
could be the one we are all looking for.

Was I actively looking? This includes going slow 
enough to allow for careful scanning of surroundings; 
constantly reminding yourself of clues; stopping to glass; 
and having your head on a swivel so as to check out angles 
behind you on either side.

No matter the success during any given day of antler 
hiking, I always wonder about the ones we didn’t see. To 
experiment, we would take the largest antler found and 
place it on the ground in typical habitat. We are surprised 
how difficult, or even impossible, it is to see the antler from 
different angles and how close we had to be in order to find 
it. 

After my dry spell last summer I began to pick up 
more antlers.  It would have been easy to get discouraged, 
but hiking in the backcountry is something we do anyway. 
The antlers are just a bonus.

 Antler collecting is a good way to enjoy the backcoun-
try. If you get lucky, get physical, gather knowledge but 
keep your secrets, be ethical, and think like an elk – you 
can be rewarded with a heavier load to carry out than you 
went in.

Let Shed Antlers Speak to You 
If you find… 
•  A few medium-size shed antlers – three, four and 

five pointers – keep looking since this age-class tend to 
run in large bachelor groups. There is a high probability 
additional sheds might be located in the immediate vi-
cinity. I often see groups of over 20 bulls of this age class 
running together…that’s 40-plus shed antlers!  This is 
the opposite of the larger bulls that tend to socialize in 
small groups of two or three.

• Older sheds, especially ones out in the open,  white 
and cracked by the sun – keep looking since it has been a 
few years since other antler hunters has been in the vicinity. 

• A large shed with the points sticking in the ground 
you can be quite sure that it is the second one shed. If 
you backtrack, you may find the matching antler. When 
a big elk sheds one antler, its head must feel lopsided and 
sometimes he will throw the antler off with a forward 
thrust, with the antler buried points down in the dirt. 

• Any large shed antler, there is a reasonable chance 
the pair will be in the vicinity. Often, the pair will be 
directly above or directly below. This is less probable 
for smaller sheds. Bull elk will spar each other and with 
small trees right up until the time shed. They will some-
times knock each other’s antlers off or tear them off in 
a tree. All fresh ripped up trees should be checked for 
antler ornaments.
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Backcountry Classroom
Children learn about selves, nature during backcountry excursions

By erik Jensen

Hunter-angler conservationists today face the chal-
lenge of how to pass on the traditional outdoor cul-
ture to our kids and grandchildren. The decline is 
well documented, even in regions of America where 

hunting and fishing are revered parts of the culture. The average 
age of sportsmen is climbing. In Minnesota, only 69 percent of 
the children of hunters are taking up the activity and the state’s 
participation in fishing has declined from half of the population 
to just over a third.

A powerful social trend is at work: cramming numerous 
organized activities, whether it’s more sports practices or rigor-
ous band camps, into most kids’ schedules. “Putting Families 
First,” a non-partisan, non-sectarian organization that advo-
cates balance between children’s outside activities and families 
spending time together, encourages parents to make a conscious 
decision to “set aside” time for family activities. The group 
cites family social science research documenting a 50 percent 
decline in unstructured outdoor play among children ages 3-12 
from 1981-1997 due to a rise in structured recreation.

Making a commitment to set aside family time and work at 
passing on the traditions of hunting, angling and other outdoor 
activities can go hand-in-hand.

Our twin daughters, Theresa and Natalie, are turning 8 this 
fall and have had numerous fishing and camping experiences, 
including two in the backcountry. They’re even preparing to 
carry guns into the marshes pursuing waterfowl for the first 
time this fall. 

We are fortunate to live in a state where residents of a large 
urban area still can with relatively little time get to public fish-
ing, hunting, shooting and camping opportunities. These more 
conventional trips, which they call “daddy days or trips,” al-
low for the flexibility of numerous activities in one setting that 
kids love: biking around the campground, shooting their bow, 
walking down to the lake or stream to fish. Then they can go to 
a playground for some kid time. On afternoon trips to our gun 
club 45 minutes north of Minneapolis, we always work in time 
to drive over to a nearby lake for swimming or fishing. 

These easier trips set the stage for more challenging trips 
in backcountry. The irritation of noisy neighbors at busy car 
campgrounds can be a lesson on the value of the time and effort 
to it takes to do backcountry trips.

Our first family backcountry trip was camping for three 
days about two miles up a forested canyon in Rocky Mountain 
National Park, just before they turned six. They complained 

about the hike and the weight of packs, but also said they felt 
“big” while expressing pride in their newfound abilities. They 
explored massive rock formations that were favorable fairy 
habitat. Other memories included having to cook breakfast in 
a small ravine below our campsite due to high winds, another 
watching their first trout take bait in the gin-clear waters of the 
Big Thompson River.

For our first family venture into the Boundary Waters Canoe 
Area Wilderness we gave up portaging in favor of setting camp 
once on a big lake and paddling a channel to a second lake. It 
had high moments and the girls added new skills. Natalie finally 
caught her first northern pike on the last night of the trip, which 
she demanded to eat immediately. Learning the mundane skill 
of relieving oneself in the woods abiding by leave no trace prin-
ciples, the girls asked “Is this something hunters have to do?” 
We also canoed into a massive burn area to see regenerative 
effects of fire, offering a chance for a lesson in ecology. 

During the family discussion afterward, the girls said at 
times they felt locked in at the campsite with an inability to 
roam. We concluded that we would go back in a few years when 
they could go out in the canoe on their own. We were already 
making plans for the next big trip and at the same time talking 
about the memories we’ll share forever from our most recent 
adventure. The negative memory of the 18-hour drive from 
Minneapolis to the Rockies now overshadowed, Theresa said 
“I want to walk in the mountains again.”  

Natalie and Theresa Jensen after hiking back down a 
forest canyon.
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BHA Membership Drive: 
August 4 – December 1
Beginning August 4, 2012, 
all new BHA members will 
be entered into a drawing for 
a Vertex 7.5 with aluminum 
pole and 12-inch cylinder 
stove with 8-foot pipe ($1,000 
value) courtesy of Titanium 
Goat. The offer will extend 
through December 1, 2012, at 
which time a winner will be 
selected from the list of new 
members.  Only new members 
will be eligible. For more 
information,visit:
www.backcountryhunters.org
Prize info can be found here:
www.titaniumgoat.com

Stove Specifications: 
With titanium pipe 
12” cylinder stove 

Weight:  
12 oz, Stove body and parts, 4 oz pipe wrap,  
bag, platform, 10 oz for 7’ Ti pipe.
1 lb. 10 oz total weight with 7’ Ti pipe 
Capacity:  ~485 cubic inches   7.5” X 12” 
Price: $275 with titanium pipe

Vertex 7.5 with aluminum pole 
Specifications: 
Weight:  4lbs 12 oz Total weight, tent and stuff sack 
2 lbs, 11 oz, Stakes 7 oz.   
Aluminum pole 1 lb. 10 oz 
Length: 166” (13’ 10”) 
Width: 149”  (12’ 5”) 
Height: 90”  (7’ 6”)                                                                       
Square footage:  133 sq/ft                                                               
Stakes: 14 aluminum stakes                                                           
Pole: Adjustable aluminum pole                                                     
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Thank you to everyone who submitted great 
fishing photos to our Facebook Photo Contest!  
We received 45 entries of many different fish, people and landscapes.  As one of our 
board members put it, “This was a very tough choice.”  Winners will be notified soon 
about their choice of prize: a tent from REI, box and flies from Streamflies.com, and a gift 
card from Bass Pro Shops. 

Don’t forget that we’ll hold a Hunting Photo Contest this fall, 
on Facebook, with more gear as prizes.

And the winners are … 

1St Place:
Peggy Turner Prescott – Northeastern California: “First fish!”

2nd Place: Becky Baker —
“On a road trip with my husband, we met this man. 

He was an older fisherman who went out from dawn until dusk every Saturday. 
He was business man and this was his meditating time. Peaceful and relaxing.”



Check out BHA’s group page on Facebook:

www.facebook.com/backcountryhabitat
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3rd Place: Greg Pearson – “35 lb Atlantic Salmon from 
the gin clear water of the Gaspe’, Quebec, Canada.”

See the full gallery of the Fishing Contest 
on BHA’s Facebook Page.

Save the Date!
Backcountry hunters & 

anglers 2nd annual North 
american Rendezvous
Boise, ID March 22-24
a weekend of skills, 

stories, education, and 
issues that affect hunting 

and fishing on your 
wild public lands.
Bring the family!




