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Backcountry Hunters & Anglers is rooted in our boots-
on-the-ground philosophy. From on the ground restora-
tion projects like our Wyoming chapter conducted this 

summer on a riparian zone damaged by illegal OHV use, to 
the highly successful Habitat Watchman program started by our 
Colorado chapter, to engaging local land managers and wildlife 
officials, BHA is making a difference at a backyard level. From 
our collaboration efforts on the Clearwater Basin in Idaho, to 
the Rocky Mountain Front in Montana, to the Gunnison in Col-
orado, BHA is making a difference at a landscape level. From 
our efforts to garner full funding and permanent reauthorization 
for the Land and Water Conservation Fund to supporting broad 
sweeping sportsmen legislation, BHA is making a difference 
in Washington, D.C. To top it all off, our chapter system is ex-
panding rapidly with our most recent addition in New England, 
extending BHA’s influence east of the Mississippi River.

Our members know that with challenge comes reward. Not 
only in pursuits of our quarry in the backcountry but to policies 
that perpetuate our heritage for generations to come. This is 
why we continue to be recognized – by peer organizations, by 
elected and appointed officials at all levels, and by fellow rank 
and file hunters and anglers – as the go-to organization when it 
comes to promoting and protecting the backcountry. While we 
could be content, there is so much more to do.

Throughout America’s relatively short conservation history, 
there have been numerous threats and opportunities, and today 

Inspiring a Movement

is no different. It is now our time to play our role to ensure the 
backcountry hunting and fishing opportunities we have today 
last for generations to come.

What can you do?
• Recruit a new member into the fold. Growing our mem-

bership is essential and to date, most of our members have 
been garnered by good old-fashioned word of mouth; personal 
conversations that resonate with authenticity. Our best tools we 
have for recruiting new members are YOU and the Journal 
you are reading now. On page 17 there is a cut-out membership 
form. After you are done tearing through your issue it would 
be great to pass your copy on to a fellow hunter or angler and 
encourage them to fill out the membership form. 

• Join or promote our Facebook page. Our Facebook site 
just reached over 1,300 likes. That’s impressive relative to the 
size of our organization, and the amount of interaction we get 
is phenomenal. Compared to other organizations our size and 
even those much larger, our interaction is tops. This speaks to 
the niche we occupy, our interactive content and passion of our 
followers. If you follow us on Facebook already, invite all your 
friends to like our page; if you haven’t liked our page, do it! You 
will be pleasantly surprised with the content we supply.

• Get involved with your local chapter. On page 14 you will 
see updates from our chapters from all over the country. If you 
are interested in getting involved in an existing chapter or help-
ing start a new one, please let us know so we can connect you 
to the appropriate folks.

Together we will ensure that the solitude, challenge, and 
experiences we so covet last through the ages. Saving the back-
country ain’t that easy – are you tough enough?

Author Land Tawney and his daughter Cid enjoy their time on the water. 

Backcountry Hunters & Anglers garnered 30 new members at an event in 
Missoula, Mont., this summer.
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Sometimes, even modest bucks can 
teach you a big lesson. Hunters 
lump themselves into two broad 

categories: trophy hunters and meat hunt-
ers. But a recent hunt reminded me that 
most of us hunt for another reason alto-
gether, and that meat and trophies are just 
bonuses.

I was trying to hunt puma-style, 
sneaking along the top of a cliff band, get-
ting a drop on whatever was below me. 

An hour after dawn, I saw a buck – 
a fine four-by-four whitetail – standing 
broadside 100 yards below me. I nestled 
into the sitting position, wrapped the 
sling tight against my elbow and put the 
crosshairs solidly behind its shoulder.

But I never took the safety off. It was 
not the “right buck.” Or rather, as I would 
learn, it was not the right moment. I let 
the buck walk into the forest.

“Why did I pass that buck up?” I 
asked myself later. I was deer hunting, 
after all. Many seasons I had hunted hard 
without ever having a clear shot at a buck 
that big. 

The answer is, I wanted to keep hunt-
ing. Yes, I enjoy eating deer meat. It’s 
tasty and nutritious and connects me to 
the land. But I am not strictly a meat 
hunter.

And I enjoy a fine set of antlers. I en-
joy my “trophies” every day, triggering 
memories of exciting adventures in the 
backcountry and admiration for Nature’s 
grand sculpture, these fine ornaments.

But I elected to take neither meat nor 
antlers for the privilege of creeping along 
that cliff band like a two-legged puma. 
That’s when things got interesting.

I soon spied a doe and fawn a few 
hundred yards ahead of me. I took cov-
er behind an ancient Douglas fir stump. 
I tried to find the pair in my binoculars 
but was suddenly overtaken by an instant 
blizzard, one of those November snow-
storms that drops in out of nowhere and 
makes the whole world spin white.

Suddenly, I was aware of a larger, 
faster movement immediately below 
me. Behind a screen of young fir, two 
deer chased each other, zig-zagging back 
and forth. I could just glimpse patches 
of brown, first here, then there, amid the 
thump-thump of hooves.

I laid my .308 over the top of the 
stump and took a call from my pocket. I 
bleated on it once and pointed my rifle at 
a gap in the trees.

I recognized the buck at first glimpse 
as the four-point I had passed on earlier. 
He was barreling straight for me, like a 
railroad train that had jumped the track. I 
knew this time I would not pass him up, 
and when he stepped in the clear 25 yards 
before me, I made the shot.

As I walked back to the truck for my 
game cart, I wondered what had changed. 
Why had I passed the buck up earlier but 
then decided to take him an hour later?

It comes down to context. The mo-
ment, the buck, the blizzard, the inter-
action with the call, the excitement of a 
charging response. All of that combined 
into a hunt that had to end and a hunt I 
would always remember.

Yes, we hunt for meat and yes we en-
joy trophies. But what it comes down to 
what Jose Ortega y Gasset wrote nearly 
100 years ago: “We hunt in order to have 
hunted.” We could buy meat at the store 
and win trophies in sporting arenas. But 
we hunt in order to sink deep into the nat-
ural world and experience all its drama, 
challenge, beauty and excitement.

And there is no better place to find all 
of that than the backcountry.

A Fast Buck

Author and BHA Co-Chairman Ben Long took 
this buck after first passing him up. The right 
situation can create the perfect opportunity.
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I always enjoy hearing stories from 
fellow traditionalists about how 
hunting has enriched not only their 
lives, but also the lives of those 

they mentor. At the best of times, the 
generationally cultivated traditions of ar-
chery and bowhunting extend far beyond 
“just hunting” to reflect the fact that true 
hunting isn’t merely a “recreational ac-
tivity,” much less a competitive killing 
sport. Rather, traditional-values hunting 
embodies a worldview and a lifestyle that 
demands giving as well as taking.

For a recent example of cultivating 
the hunting tradition at its best, “Back-
country Joe” (aka Joe Mirasole of Wash-
ington state) had the following happy 
story to share online: 

I work as a civilian at an Air Force 
base fire department. A little over a year 
ago I had a young airman come to work 
for me. Jessy had no experience with 
archery but was interested in learning 
to shoot, so I worked a deal for a used 
bow and half a dozen arrows at the lo-
cal bow shop, and gave my new friend a 
crash course in instinctive shooting. He 
practiced a ton and we did a lot of stump 
shooting. Better yet, Jessy also proved 
to be an apt student of conservation, as 
we discussed how democratic hunting’s 
future depends totally on protecting wild-
life habitat.

When deer season came last fall, we 
hunted together and we hunted hard. But 
the deer population was down from the 
last couple of hard winters, and Jessy 
ended his first season sipping tag soup. 
Yet he never grew downhearted and 
clearly enjoyed it all.

Now, months later, my young protégé 
is still gung-ho for traditional archery 
and can’t wait for spring turkey season to 
arrive. Aside from watching Jessy grow 
as an archer and hunter, the best part of 
the experience for me was watching him 
talk to other hunters about traditional ar-
chery and conservation at a sportsman’s 
show where we were working a Back-

country Hunters & Anglers booth. 
I’d have to say now that Jessy will be 

a traditional archer and hunter-conser-
vationist for life.

Way to go, Joe!
I enjoyed no Joe 

Mirasole. Consequently, 
it took years of living and 
killing and maturing and 
hard self-examination to 
overcome the indiscrimi-
nate blood-lust so com-
mon to young males of 
our species, and to figure 
out that to be a real hunter 
means not just taking, but 
giving back as well. And 
a large part of giving back 
is simple self-restraint. 
Ask me today to name 
my top hunting hero and 
I’ll respond without hesi-
tation: Aldo Leopold.

Joe’s story serves to 
remind us that mentoring 
new folks into hunting, no matter their 
age, is a really good thing to do. But not 
because “We need more hunters!” as the 

modern high-tech hunting industry and 
their for-profit media front men would 
have us believe. To the contrary, every 
year here in Colorado and in other states 
where I hunt, I experience more over-
crowding with more self-styled hunters 
riding more ATVs and packing more 
cheater technology. 

Please allow me to state this acutely 
important moral and political point: 
Hunting’s survival does not depend on 
“more hunters” – too many of whom are 
either politically inactive or have been 
suckered into doing industry’s bidding 
by voting, with well-intended conserva-
tive loyalties, for politicians who do all 
they can to help an amoral industry to 
destroy wild nature, public wildlands, 
wildlife habitat and, in the doing, erode a 
far stronger symbol of American freedom 
than Second Amendment “rights.” 

We don’t need more. We need more 
better. We need more real hunters of the 
sort that Joe is guiding Jessy to become: 

not just consumers of wild-
life and wild places and 
good times, but conscien-
tious custodians of tradi-
tion, habitat, wildness and 
the very best of American 
tradition.

For those of us whose 
interest in hunting extends 
beyond record books and 
boastful body counts to en-
compass quality, integrity 
and sustainability, it’s not 
about growing our num-
bers in the face of shrink-
ing opportunity. It’s about 
maintaining tradition. 

A detailed and thought-
ful examination of men-
toring and the question, 
“Should children hunt?” 
can be found in David Pe-

tersen’s now-classic Heartsblood:  Hunt-
ing, Spirituality, and Wildness in America 
(www.davidpetersen books.com). 

MAINTAINING TRADITION

For author David Petersen, it’s all about 
maintaining tradition. 

 
At the best of times, 
the generationally 
cultivated traditions 
of archery and 
bowhunting extend 
far beyond ‘just 
hunting’ to reflect 
the fact that true 
hunting isn’t merely 
a ‘recreational 
activity’ much 
less a competitive 
killing sport. 

By David Petersen
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My name is Remington Sitts and 
I live with my family in Wild-
er, Idaho. I am a big brother to 

Danielle. I will be a fifth grader at Parma 
Middle School this fall. My family enjoys 
hunting and fishing, along with camping 
and the great outdoors. We take as many 
opportunities to participate in outdoor ac-
tivities as possible. 

In July, I will turn 10 and be able to 
begin hunting. In March, I completed 
my Hunter Safety Education course 
and learned many tasks and techniques 
to become a responsible and respectful 
sportsmen. One of the parts of the class 
that I was most intrigued by was the ani-
mal markings, tracks and calls. It is very 
important to know all these identifiers so 
that you know what and when you can 
hunt certain animals. Knowledge is es-
sential to a successful hunt. 

The camp will introduce me to the 
aspects of trapping and archery. I would 
love to learn more about this. The hunter 
education course had very limited in-
formation about archery. Many of my 
family members are archery hunters and 
I would like to join them when I can. 
Understanding the proper handling and 
safety is important when you are ready 
to go hunting. 

Remington Sitts Wins 
Idaho BHA Essay Contest 
and Earns Scholarship to
Conservation 
Officers 
Association 
Youth Camp

By Remington Sitts

A firearm is very precious to me. My 
dad named me Remington after his pas-
sion for hunting. I want to share that ex-
citement and awesome experience with 
him. He is a role model to me and I want 
to become an avid and passionate out-
doorsmen like him. In order to do that, 
I have to gain the experience of becom-
ing respectful of the outdoors and a safe 
hunter. The conservation officer and their 
duties are very important to the outdoors 

and wildlife. If I choose to become an of-
ficer, this camp would expose me to that 
profession and career. 

Knowing how to survive is very valu-
able. These skills to protect yourself and 
others in any situation will be priceless. I 
believe this camp will empower me with 
the skills to be prepared for anything in 
my life. 

I would like to thank Steve Gale for 
the nomination and opportunity. 

firstlite.com

http://arapahoemeatco.com

www.missoulafishingcompany.com

‘I believe 
this camp 
will empower 
me with the 
skills to be 
prepared for 
anything in 
my life.’
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1st Place: (Left) Brett Edward Larabee – Evening break 
while hiking the Teton Crest Trail.

2nd Place: (Above) Jim Harper – 9-year-old Henry Harper 
with his first Missouri River Rainbow.

3rd Place: (Below) Logan Mitchell –  Landed this gorgeous 
Brown Trout in a spring creek tributary to the Lower 
Snake River in Idaho.

   We received many great submissions for BHA’s 
second annual Backcountry Angling Photo Contest, 
which wrapped up Aug. 1. Photos ranged from mem-
bers fishing for Northwest steelhead to Boundary Wa-

ters northern pike to Rocky Mountain cutthroat trout. 
With so many good backcountry angling submissions, 
choosing winners was not an easy task, yet after much 
deliberation a panel arrived at the following finalists:

Winners of the 2nd Annual Backcountry Fishing Photo Contest

 BHA extends our thanks to 
Filson for their generous support of 
this event. Each of the finalists will 
receive one of the following items 
as a prize: Stockingfoot Wader, Fly 
Fishing Strap Vest or Fly Fishing 
Waist Pack.
 To everyone who submitted 
photos as part of this year’s fishing 
photo contest – thank you for your 
contributions! 
 Be sure to watch our Facebook 
page for the upcoming kick-off of 
the second annual Backcountry 
Hunting Photo contest.
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By Ben Long

Backcountry enthusiasts need to cut things, big and small. 
Get a log out of the way, shorten a guy line or snip a 
leader on a flyline. Part of being a competent backcoun-

try traveler is gaining basic skills with tools that are sharp.
 Fundamentally, this comes down to the knife, the axe and 
the saw. All three are wedges – a knife is a wedge with a handle; 
an axe is a wedge with a lever and a saw is a series of small 
wedges on a long blade.
 Beyond that, each tool has a list of pluses and minuses. 
There is really no right or wrong, but rather what is right for you 
and the task at hand.
 The knife is the universal woods tool. Primary concern 
is the length of the blade. Most seasoned sportsmen prefer a 
blade of about 3 inches, though tastes vary in both length and 
shape. Carbon steel is easier to sharpen and can be used to strike 
a spark, but stainless deters rust. Folding knives are safe and 
compact, but a stout fixed blade can be used to split bone and 
wood. Some folks swear by features like replaceable blades, 
serrations, gut hooks and belt clips, but the standard “belt knife” 
has withstood the test of time.
 The hand axe has an honored place in the hunter’s kit. 
When it comes to limbing a tree or collecting firewood before 
it gets dark, the hand axe is tops. It efficiently cleaves the pel-
vis or sternum of a big game carcass, and can help in skinning 
as well. A hatchet may be heavy compared to a saw, but inde-
structible. A hatchet is probably the most dangerous tool in the 
woods, next to a firearm, so a saw may be more appropriate for 
a youngster.

 A portable saw is the choice of many and comes in fixed, 
folding or bow-style. Saws cut neatly, are safer and tend to be 
lighter weight than a hand axe. A saw blade of more than 12 
inches can cut small logs much more efficiently than a hand 
axe. A saw makes a neater job of cutting bone than does a hatch-
et. The saw’s downside is blades can pinch, and if a blade snaps 
or a critical nut or bolt is lost, you are left with a useless handful 
of parts.
 All cutting tools are dangerous and inefficient when dull. 
Sharpening blades is no great mystery, but does require pa-
tience, practice and good tools.
 First, start with good steel. Steel hardness is measured on 
the Rockwell scale typically 55-60 for sporting knives. Soft 
steel is easier to sharpen, but quick to dull. Hard steel is harder 
to sharpen, but holds the edge longer.
 There are lots of great gadgets for sharpening. (My favor-
ite is the Lansky system.) A good sharpening kit starts with a 
coarse stone or file, a fine stone (steel or ceramic can do) and a 
strop. It includes light household oil. 
 A coarse stone or file takes the nicks out of a damaged 
edge; the fine stone hones it to an even bevel, and a strop pol-
ishes the edge to a hair-shaving sharpness. In the field, I carry a 
fine stone and use my belt for a strop.
 Remember to periodically scrub your sharpening stones 
in soap and water. If you’re having trouble getting an edge, the 
problem may be too much grime in the stone.
 There’s no substitute for practice. Sit down at a table with 
good light and sharpen every knife in the house. If a cheap blade 
won’t take an edge, replace it with higher quality. You’ll get the 
knack for it and be popular around the kitchen to boot.

ades

In any of several forms, the knife is the universal woods tool.

Even the best of knives won’t chop firewood or cut a trail-blocking log.
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Unmanned Aerial Vehicles
Threaten Fair Chase Hunting
By Holly Endersby (Conservation Director), Eric Nuse (New England Chapter 
Board Member), and Sean Clarkson (National Board Member)

Prior to the first Iraq War and 
subsequent years of search-
ing for Osama bin Laden, 
the term “drone” was more 
frequently associated in the 

American lexicon with bees than with 
unmanned aerial vehicles. The use of 
drones in warfare and for military opera-
tions, or even for that matter by law 
enforcement and other agencies, is well 
outside the purview of BHA and other 
hunting and conservation groups. BHA 
has already taken a position on drones, 
and this article is an explanation of why 
that position has been taken. 

Some may believe that this position 
is tilting at imaginary windmills and 
getting too concerned about issues that 
aren’t relevant yet. It’s true that we have 
not yet begun to commonly see drones 
used during hunting seasons or in scout-
ing game areas. Of course, it wasn’t too 
long ago that the terms “ATV” or “trail 
camera” were not even in that same 
lexicon. Like it or not, drones, mean-
ing unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) 
or unmanned aerial systems (UASs) are 
here and, like ATVs and trail cameras, 
will become part of the discussion about 
fair chase, hunting, and backcountry use 
and enjoyment. It is a conversation we 
need to have now, and one that those 
of us who believe in the heritage and 

traditions of fair chase hunting and the 
backcountry experience need to lead.

UAVs and UASs are currently 
regulated by the FAA under three basic 
categories:1 those that operate at over 
400 feet above ground level, those that 
operate outside of line-of-sight control; 
and those that operate within restricted 
airspace around sensitive governmen-
tal locations.2 All government drone 
operation by local, 
state, or federal 
agencies is regu-
lated regardless 
of elevation, loca-
tion, or method of 
control.3  Expand-
ed use for govern-
mental purposes is 
already seeing sig-
nificant resistance 
on municipal,4 
county,5 and state 
levels.6 Civilian 
non-commercial operation of drones 
under 400 feet above ground level and 
within line-of-sight are unregulated 
outside of sensitive areas like govern-
ment and military installations, airports 
and power facilities.7 This is due to 
that fact that the FAA rules govern-
ing civilian-owned/operated drones 
come from the 1981 ruling on hobby 

and model aircraft.8 But, the current 
generation of UAVs and UASs are not 
your parents’ balsa-wood RC-flyers, as 
numerous videos on YouTube can quite 
quickly illustrate. Commercial opera-
tion had been completely prohibited, but 
due to increased political pressure from 
the UAV industry, the FAA was recently 
directed to update regulations governing 
drones within U.S. airspace.9 The direc-

tive to the FAA is to 
integrate drones into 
the domestic airspace 
for civilian and com-
mercial uses, and 
to relax the current 
restrictions on line-
of-sight, elevation 
ceilings, and prohib-
ited use zones.10  Un-
der a very restricted 
category exception, 
the FAA recently 
approved the first 

commercial use of drones within U.S. 
airspace in order to monitor ice flows, 
whale migrations and oil spills, to assist 
with oil transport operations.11

The FAA has seen a doubling of per-
mit applications for experimental flights 
in just three years. The FAA estimates 
that by 2018 there will be more than 
7,500 private and commercial drones in 

Like it or not, drones, meaning 
unmanned aerial vehicles 
(UAVs) or unmanned aerial 
systems (UASs) are here and, 
like ATVs and trail cameras, will 
become part of the discussion 
about fair chase, hunting and 
backcountry use.
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operation daily within the U.S., and by 
2030, that number is anticipated to be 
50,000.12 To put that into perspective, 
there are only 30,000 to 50,000 manned 
flights (commercial, military, or private) 
within U.S. airspace today.13 One UAV 
business executive describes the indus-
try estimates by saying that “the sky’s 
going to be dark with these things.”14 
His company – only one of several in 
a very fast growing industry – already 
sells over 7,500 per quarter, more than 
the entire U.S. military inventory of 
drones. Even the anticipated new regula-
tions on UAV/UAS usage is not expect-
ed to decrease this massive growth, and 
the limitation of drones to daily hours of 
operation, restriction from airports and 
helipads, and requirement of an opera-
tor’s license15 will do little to curb the 
potential use in the backcountry.

As with almost all technology, there 
are some very beneficial uses worthy of 
support. Drones are being contemplated 
for use in search and rescue operations,16 
and in May the first instance of a life-
saving search done by drones happened 
in Saskatchewan.17 They are being used 
to track and monitor hurricanes in order 
to provide better predictive modeling,18 
and to study the effects and formation of 
tornadoes.19 Governmental agencies and 
nonprofit conservation groups are using 
drones to study wildlife in remote areas 
without disturbing the animals,20 and to 
monitor populations under threat from 
poaching and illegal trade.21

Some of these drones are very large 
and quite expensive. However, the fast-
est growing and most troubling seg-
ment of UAVs are those that are easily 
portable, quiet, GPS-capable for track-
ing and flight path programming, and 
surprisingly affordable. The attributes 
and ability to carry high-resolution cam-
eras and/or thermal imaging capabilities 
make certain drones attractive to wildlife 
researchers and law enforcement agen-
cies.22 Of course, those same character-
istics will certainly also be attractive to 
poachers, to disreputable outfitters and 
to those who devalue the backcountry 
experience and hunting heritage we hold 
dear. For the price of a pair of high-end 

binoculars,23 a drone can be had that can 
track game by video or thermal imaging, 
all plotted into a GPS-equipped com-
puter with flight plans detailed.24 One 
drone could cover thousands of acres of 
publicly accessible land. For the price 
of a new truck, a squadron of drones 
similarly outfitted 
can cover hundreds 
of square miles 
and pinpoint every 
game animal in the 
region.

There are no 
regulations restrict-
ing the use of 
drones in wilder-
ness areas, nor 
over any areas of 
publicly accessible 
land 25 – outside 
of those sensitive governmental areas. 
The FAA alone regulates airspace and 
airspace is not covered under any other 
conservation law nor agency jurisdic-
tion.26 In fact, it is not just publicly ac-
cessible lands that are threatened by the 
use of drones during hunting seasons. 
The Supreme Court has held that there 
is no expectation of privacy even on pri-
vate land from aerial observation,27 and 
private property rights do not include 
the airspace above the privately owned 
ground.28

In short, there is absolutely no law 
or regulation currently in place to keep 
a drone operator from using a UAV (or 
squadron of UAVs) to scout and follow 
game animals on public or private land, 
and with the animal pinpointed the route 
to the animal can be plotted and ex-
ecuted in near-military precision. There 
also are no restrictions on anti-hunting 
groups using the same technologies to 
track hunters, or to spook wildlife “in-
advertently” during the hunting season 
while doing “research.” Animal rights 
groups have already taken similar steps 
on the open ocean,29 during seal hunts,30 
and even in South Carolina 31 with one 
animal rights group openly stating that it 
will be using drones to track and “stalk” 
hunters.32

It is the position of BHA that drones 

have no place in the use and enjoyment 
of publicly accessible lands during hunt-
ing seasons, outside of legitimate game 
management studies and law enforce-
ment activities. 

The commercial and private use of 
drones for the purpose of “hunting” is 

abhorrent to the 
ideals of fair chase 
and the legacies 
of Bear, Leupold 
and Roosevelt. The 
Boone & Crockett 
Club defines “fair 
chase” as “the 
ethical, sportsman-
like, and lawful 
pursuit and taking 
of any free-ranging 
wild, native North 
American big game 

animal in a manner that does not give 
the hunter an improper advantage over 
such animals.”33 BHA believes that the 
“mechanized pursuit of wildlife” by 
the use of drones “is high on the list of 
violating fair-chase principles” as “evo-
lution of the animals we pursue can not 
keep pace with these inventions. There-
fore, it is the position of Backcountry 
Hunters & Anglers that an ethical hunter 
would never chase or harass wildlife 
with such machines.34

We will be working with our state 
chapters and our partners to educate 
state and federal agencies and lawmak-
ers about our position. We will be asking 
those same agencies and lawmakers to 
ban the use of drones, both commercial 
and private, during hunting seasons. Just 
as with ATVs, trail cameras and other 
new gadgets, it is not the technology we 
object to but the usage. Drones are here. 
They will increasingly be part of our 
lives and our world, sometimes for the 
good and for our benefit. However, there 
are times and applications of the tech-
nology that are inappropriate and ought 
not to be allowed. We strongly believe 
that using drones for the purpose of 
hunting and during designated hunting 
seasons are inappropriate and BHA will 
make the voice of the sportsman heard 
in this regard.

There is no law to keep drone 
operators from using UAVs to 
scout and follow game animals 
on public or private land, and 
with the animals pinpointed, 
routes to the animals can be 
plotted and executed in near-
military precision. 
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By Jay Gore 
Rose and salmon pink: the colors 

are just a slight glint in the east. 
The Alberta prairie is coming 
alive. It’s a Sunday, and I had 
arrived on a faint 2-tract at 
the Gouw wetland. This 
remote place is 20 miles 
from the nearest vil-
lage and 40 miles from a 
town. My dogs Fran and 
Jazz are out doing their 
stuff while I stopped for 
a moment to breathe in the 
wonderful smells of the early 
morning grassland and marsh. 
Great smells for those who live 
for this fleeting moment. I wondered 
what odors the dogs were registering. 
Are they anticipating the hunt as much as 
I? No matter, it will be another grand day 
on Canada’s prairie. 

Gear gathered and shouldered, we 
start off on a quarter mile hike to find 
the ideal hide for our hunt. There’s a 
south breeze, so the south or southwest 
corner is the area to check out. The sym-
phony of quacks, whistles, honking and 
splashing water excites the dogs, and me. 
Thousands of ducks, mostly mallards, 
leave the pond. Not much cover here, 
but a small island a ways out in the pond 
looks promising. Halfway out, the water 
is nearly over my chest waders. This has 
been a great water year for the waterfowl 
breeding grounds; all ponds and potholes 
in prairie Canada are full. Lots of little 
ducks have been produced. 

Too deep, back to the south shore we 
go. The only meager bit of cover found is 
a two-foot tall thistle patch that will par-
tially break up my outline as I sit nearby. 
Dogs will be exposed so this is not a great 
spot. Decoys are placed and I return to 
nestle in my thistle. It’s a beautiful morn-
ing but yet my hopes of a good shoot 
wane. Regardless, this marsh is full of 
smartweed, which is a perfect duck mag-
net. And it really has pulled in thousands 
of ducks. Also, 300 or so snow geese are 
on the pond and they make noisy flights 
to and from grain fields, circling back to 
the pond time and again. Enjoyable to 
watch.

Dogs and I are soaking up the mid-

morning sunshine warmth and enjoying 
the snow goose show. A few ducks 

move back and forth across the 
marsh. I glance over my left 

shoulder and high into the 
blue sky. Something catch-
es my eye. 

Little white lights 
blink on and off. They 
are high up, as far as 
one can see. What on 
earth IS that? It’s like 

sparkles of white lights 
twinkling on a far away 

Christmas tree. Or crystal-
lized water that mysteriously 

appears on a cold, crisp, sunny 
winter day, as the sunlight reflects 

off ice crystals. 
Close your eyes for a moment and try 

to see it in your mind’s eye. See it? High 
up, the little white spots turn on and off – 
it’s magic. Soon dozens of bunches of 10 
to 20 or so mallards, returning from field 
feeding, drop from heaven and circle the 
pond. The birds are invisible so high up 
and are descending by rocking back and 
forth, slipping air from their wings; their 
white bellies and under wings flashing on 
and off as they rock back and forth. What 
a wonderful sight. These images, and the 
spiritual experience, totally made the day 
for me. 

Get out and watch nature; life’s too 
short to miss it. Oh, and the shotgun nev-
er fired that day! Happy wetlands.

The author is a BHA member hailing 
from Missoula, Mont.
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Susan Reeves
Q: When did you first joint BHA?
A: Holly, you might be better at answer-
ing this for me! I was a member a few 
years ago and then wasn’t for a few years 
and thanks to you, am now again!
Q: Where were you born/raised?
A: Corvallis, Oregon.
Q: Where/when/what did you start hunt-
ing/angling? What/where do you hunt/
fish primarily today?
A: I began as soon as my dad could get me 
into hunter safety! 12 years old, I think? 
We hunted in the coast range near my 
grandmother’s house between Alsea and 
Waldport. The first animal I hunted was 
deer. I still have my first antlers hanging 
in my house. I always hunt with my dad. 
He is so much more knowledgeable than 
I am and it is something we enjoy doing 
together. Now I hunt in Idaho where he 
lives. If I go fishing, it is usually on the 
Alsea River, because that is an area I am 
familiar with.
Q: Hunt small game/big game/both?
A: Big game, elk.
Q: Hunt with rifle/muzzleloader/bow/
longbow?
A: Rifle.
Q: Who were your hunting/angling men-
tors (father, brother, friend, etc.)?
A: My father has always been my men-
tor. We enjoy the outdoors together and it 
is a treat to get to spend that time bond-
ing with him. If we are not hunting we 
are doing something else outside, hiking, 

horseback riding, rafting and of course 
stacking wood and bailing hay! He has 
taught me a great appreciation for the 
outdoors and all it has to offer.

Q: Education/career-related information.
A: I am a first grade teacher. I try to incor-
porate outdoor play and exploration into 
my curriculum as well as eating healthy 
and physical exercise. I work in a rural 
community and many of the students can 
relate to me because I hunt. They enjoy 
hearing my stories and have an apprecia-
tion for getting their own food because 
it is something many of their families do 
as well.
Q: Where do you currently live?
A: Corvallis, Oregon.
Q: In what way(s) are you involved with 
BHA?
A: My family is very involved. I enjoy 
reading the updates and seeing all of the 
progress being made by the organization. 
The blog is fun to read and I recently 
connected with the organization on Face-
book. Mostly I use public lands so I ap-
preciate and support all of the hard work 
being done by BHA.

FAces oF BHA

www.twistedtea.comwww.titaniumgoat.com

BHA member Susan Reeves leads a packstring in Idaho’s Rapid River Roadless Area, where she enjoys fishing and big game hunting.

‘I use public lands, so I appreciate and support 
all of the hard work being done by BHA.’
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A backcountry lake, high in the 
Rockies and absolutely loaded with Hoe-
fer Rainbow Trout, was the scene of a 
successful “Taste of Backcountry Angling 
Workshop” co-hosted by Colorado BHA 
& Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW) 
on Aug. 24. The event, which took place 
a short drive from the Denver metro area 
at the newly formed Urad State Wildlife 
Area, attracted anglers of a wide variety 
of ages and backgrounds.

Participants joined at first light to 
learn new angling skills and to get a feel 
for what backcountry fishing has to offer. 
BHA members taught a variety of skills 
seminars that equipped participants with 
the knowledge needed to fish the back-
country: Eric Lynn gave a demonstration 
on Tenkara flyfishing technique; Brad 
Milley and Don Holstrom gave instruc-
tion on flyfishing and fish cleaning; and 
BHA life member Doug Ouren taught a 
course on backcountry navigation.

After learning about the manage-
ment of the Urad fishery from CPW’s 
local aquatic biologist Paul Winkel, in-
terested anglers received hands-on in-
struction on how to clean, cook and eat 
their catch.

Colorado Parks & Wildlife’s out-
reach director and event organizer Theo 
Stein solicited the help of BHA members 
months prior in recognition of their boots-
on-the-ground knowledge and interest 
in sharing the backcountry experience. 
The Colorado Chapter hopes to build on 
this successful workshop to host similar 
events with CPW in the near future. 

A Taste of Backcountry 
Angling Workshop hooks 
Colorado participants

Cody Lynn fishes for trout at a recent Colorado 
workshop on backcountry angling.
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In a first for BHA, a regional chap-
ter has been formed representing 
multiple states. The New England 
chapter is comprised of six states 

– Vermont, New Hampshire, Maine, 
Massachusetts, Connecticut and Rhode 
Island. 
 These states comprise almost 70,000 
square miles. 
 Although viewed by many Americans 
as a corridor of suburbia, New England 
is heavily wooded with pristine forests 
and wild rivers. More than 70 percent of 
Massachusetts alone is covered with for-
est. Many New England states have vast 
tracts of woodland owned and managed 
by private and public entities. 
 The hunting and angling tradition be-
gan in America in the Northeast and con-
tinues to exert a strong influence in how 
the great forests in this area are managed. 
BHA’s New England Chapter aims to in-
fluence that management to ensure that 
the remaining woodlands remain viable, 
robust and wild.
 Kudos to the following BHA mem-
bers who have stepped up to create the 
chapter’s initial board:
 Tovar Cerulli (VT), Co-Chair
 Patrick Garner (MA), Co-Chair
 Michael Verville (ME), Treasurer
 Eric Nuse (VT), Member-At-Large
 Corey Ellis (NH), Member-At-Large
 In addition, thanks to Sean Clarkson, 
the national board secretary, who helped 
steer the new chapter’s creation and lent 
endless encouragement and support.
 BHA New England is a new voice in 
New England for the sporting communi-
ty that values solitude, silence, clean and 
free flowing rivers, and habitat for large, 
wide-ranging wildlife. 
 If you are interested in getting in-
volved with an existing chapter or help-
ing to form a new one, please contact 
Caitlin@backcountry.org.  

BHA Chapter News
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 New England
NewEngland@backcountryhunters.org 
 Co-Chair Tovar Cerulli, of Vermont, 
is a writer, speaker, researcher, and com-
munications consultant who fosters un-
derstanding of diverse perspectives on 
hunting, wildlife and conservation. A 
vegan-turned-hunter and author of a book 
about that journey, he has also worked as 
a logger and carpenter. He wrote his mas-
ter’s thesis on what he calls “adult-onset 
hunters” and is working on his doctoral 
dissertation at University of Massachu-
setts Amherst. More information is avail-
able here: http://www.tovarcerulli.com.
 Co-Chair Patrick Garner, of Massa-
chusetts, is a professional wetlands sci-
entist and hydrologist with a specialty in 
rivers. He’s an avid fly-fisherman (author 
of two books on the subject) and archer. 
He has more than a decade of involve-
ment in wetlands protection in Massachu-
setts, including service as president of the 
Massachusetts Association of Conserva-
tion Commissions and Association of 
Massachusetts Wetland Scientists. A bit 
more information is available here: http://
www.patrickgarner.com/profile.html.

 Secretary/Treasurer Michael Verville, 
of Maine, is a lifelong outdoorsman. He 
was formerly a vice president at L.L. 
Bean Inc., and previous director of their 
fly-fishing and wingshooting schools. He 
has also been a local TU officer, a hunter 
safety instructor, U.S. Federal steel shot 
instructor, and a national sporting clays 
instructor. Mike changed careers at age 
50 and is now a surgical physician as-
sistant in bariatric surgery. He is looking 
forward to participating in BHA’s out-
standing guardianship of our New Eng-
land wilderness resources.
 Member-at-Large Corey Ellis, of 
New Hampshire, is an avid backpacker, 
hiker, fly-fisherman, bird-and-bow-hunt-
er, and river-runner. He is new to New 
England and New Hampshire, having 
lived and traveled through most of the 
Rocky Mountain states and Alaska. He is 
currently working as a bartender, but has 
a degree in environmental studies from 
Fort Lewis College in Durango, Colo., 
and worked as a fisheries research assis-
tant in Montana. He helped develop an 
educational and awareness program for 
the National Conservation Lands Foun-

Newest BHA chapter forms in New England
Welcome 

New England 
Board Members!

Corey Ellis (NH) Eric Nuse (VT)

Michael Verville (ME) Tovar Cerulli (VT)Patrick Garner (MA)
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dation and worked with the “Great Old 
Broads for Wilderness/Healthy Lands 
Project,” developing OHV monitoring 
programs and methodologies for the Na-
tional Forest Service.
 Member-at-Large Eric Nuse, of Ver-
mont, is the past executive director and 
current national board member of Orion 
– The Hunters’ Institute, and past execu-
tive director of the International Hunter 
Education Association. A retired game 
warden with over three decades of ser-
vice, and subject of a book about his time 
in the field as a warden, Eric serves on 
the boards of the Vermont Wildlife Part-
nership, Johnson Conservation Com-
mission, and Friends of the Green River 
Reservoir. More information is available 
here: http://www.huntright.org/eric-nuse.
 Colorado
Colorado@backcountryhunters.org
 Colorado BHA members staffed a 
booth at this year’s Colorado Traditional 
Archers Society High Country Shoot in 
the White River National Forest near 
Buford, Colo. The booth was manned 
by Steve Choromanski, Karl Van Calcar, 
and Dan Becker (thanks guys!), and the 
chapter secured 20 new memberships, 
with many more showing an enthusiastic 
interest in BHA.
 Colorado BHA also signed on their 
20th Habitat Watchman: Ashford Perry 
joined the Habitat Watchmen ranks for 
the Gunnison National Forest. Ashford 
hunts elk with a longbow in the West Elk 
Wilderness and fly fishes (primarily) the 
Gunnison Gorge not far from his home 
in Paonia. He’s a historic restoration ma-
son by trade, volunteers as an EMT with 
North Fork Ambulance Association, and 
is an active member of West Elk Moun-
tain Rescue. Ashford adds, “My lovely 
and patient wife is also an avid outdoors-
woman and (brand new) bowhunter.”
 Idaho
Idaho@Backcountryhunters.org
 Two dozen people participated in the 
Idaho BHA Rendezvous held near Poca-
tello in southeastern Idaho in July. Par-
ticipants enjoyed a Dutch oven potluck 
dinner and archery shoot alongside Idaho 
Traditional Bowhunter members. Derek 
Farr of Grangeville represented Idaho 
BHA in a Washington D.C., meeting 
with Idaho’s congressional delegation to 
discuss issues of concern to our member-

ship. The Idaho Chapter continues to be 
involved in the Clearwater Basin Col-
laborative (CBC) in northern Idaho. Af-
ter five years of work, the CBC recently 
reached an agreement that included pro-
tection for many of the special places in 
the Clearwater Basin. The Idaho Chapter 
has selected 12-year-old Remington, of 
Wilder, Idaho, as the recipient of the in-
augural Idaho Conservation Officers As-
sociation youth camp scholarship. Con-
gratulations, Remington! The chapter’s 
activities have generated tremendous 
interest: member numbers are up 50 per-
cent in the past nine months. 
 Minnesota
Minnesota@backcountryhunters.org
 Minnesota BHA continued its efforts 
to fight proposed sulfide (i.e. copper-
nickel) mining operations on the periph-
ery of the Boundary Waters Canoe Area 
Wilderness in the Superior National For-
est and in watersheds that drain into Lake 
Superior, sending a letter to the Interna-
tional Joint Commission asking them to 
examine and report on the water-related 
impacts from sulfide mining exploration 
and development within the Rainy Riv-
er and Lake Superior Basins. MN BHA 
member Bob Tammen, who has worked 
in several iron mines on the Mesabi 
Range for more than 30 years, spoke to 
Grand Rapids area community members 
(on Aug. 1) about the risks and dangers 
in the proposed newly developed copper-
nickel (sulfide) mining operations. 
 Montana
Montana@backcountryhunters.org
 Montana BHA had its first Rendezvous 
in June near Lincoln and 35 members and 
their families bonded with new friends. 
Steve Platt, member and archeologist, 
demonstrated flintknapping, as well as its 
perspective with Native American tribes. 
Member Dick Robertson enticed attend-
ees to try winter backcountry skiing and 
camping with an equipment demonstra-
tion. Jay Kolbe, local FWP biologist, was 
able to discuss many Blackfoot drain-
age big game management challenges. A 
BBQ followed a wild scavenger hunt and 
archery shoot with lots of prizes.
 MT BHA has submitted comments 
about hunting, motorized uses and wild-
life habitat issues on three BLM resource 
plans totaling over 5 million acres. An-
ticipated oil and gas development will 

damage BLM lands already stressed by 
uncontrolled motorized use and grazing 
issues. MT BHA has also submitted com-
ments to Montana FWP opposing addi-
tional road access into the river bottom 
of Marias WMA which now offers un-
roaded float or hike-in hunting. MT BHA 
also opposed a proposed outfitter permit 
on BLM lands in the East Butte of Sweet-
grass Hills due to its small areas, conflict 
with non-guided hunters and driving ani-
mals off public lands.
 Nevada
Nevada@backcountryhunters.org
 The chapter finished their legislative 
session in Nevada, with fairly good re-
sults. BHA worked with other wildlife 
groups to fight off legislation to scale 
back the state’s OHV registration pro-
gram and to ban bear hunting.
 In southern Nevada, legislation to 
protect Gold Butte as a National Conser-
vation Area was introduced.
 They’ve also been monitoring imple-
mentation of the OHV licensure program, 
ensuring that the legislation is imple-
mented as intended. 
 New Mexico 
NewMexico@backcountryhunters.org
 New Mexico BHA’s work with a di-
verse coalition over the last five years 
came to fruition on March 25, when 
President Obama designated under the 
Antiquities Act the Rio Grande del Norte 
National Monument. This BLM monu-
ment encompasses 242,555 acres and 
protects vital fish and wildlife habitat – 
an endeavor started more than 30 years 
ago. To complete their campaign, legisla-
tion was introduced in May to designate 
two existing BLM wilderness study areas 
as wilderness – they encompass approxi-
mately 21,000 acres. 
 For three years NMBHA has worked 
on protecting Columbine Hondo, a 1980 
national forest wilderness study area east 
of the Rio Grande del Norte National Mon-
ument. Because of broad and diverse local 
support, their congressional delegation 
introduced wilderness legislation in April. 
 For the last 10 months they also have 
been working on the Cibola National For-
rest’s Resource Management Plan, which 
is one of eight national forests that will 
utilize the new Forest Service Planning 
Rule and guidance documents to update 
its RMPA.
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 Oregon
Oregon@backcountryhunters.org
 Oregon BHA has been busy rallying 
support for Sen. Ron Wyden’s efforts to 
restore full funding to the Land and Wa-
ter Conservation Fund. The $900 mil-
lion fund, which is paid for by offshore 
oil and gas leases, not taxpayer dollars, is 
habitually gutted by Congress and used 
for purposes other than what it was in-
tended. Oregon currently has more than 
$11 million in conservation projects bud-
geted through this fund. So far, Oregon 
BHA has placed ads in several promi-
nent newspapers around the state. Op-
eds and letters to the editor have appeared 
in several more. To read more about what 
they’ve done to gain support, visit http://
www.backcountryhunter.org/. 
 Generally, Oregon BHA supports a 
proposal by Sen. Ron Wyden to increase 
logging in western Oregon on what are 
known as the old Oregon and California 
Railroad Revested Lands. This checker-
board of public/private lands encompass-
es approximately 2.4 million acres, and 
would bring jobs and much needed reve-
nue for schools and government services 
to 18 rural counties. The proposal would 
open roughly half the land to logging, 

while protecting the rest, including sen-
sitive watersheds and old growth areas. 
Oregon BHA supports this approach be-
cause much of western Oregon is heavily 
forested and lacking in suitable habitat 
for elk and blacktail deer. Opening the 
canopy would increase forage for those 
species. At the request of Sen. Wyden’s 
office, Oregon BHA members are cur-
rently working on a map of the area high-
lighting areas important to hunters and 
anglers.
 Washington
Washington@backcountryhunters.org
 Washington BHA has been actively 
working with Washington DFW to put 
in a trailhead in the Rustlers Gulch area; 
the project has been delayed but they are 
making headway once again. Bob Mira-
sole has replaced Pat Thompson as trea-
surer of the chapter. Thompson stepped 

peter.saunders@unishippers.com

www.kimberamerica.com

www.samueladams.com

doryfun.com

VorTEx oPTICS
2120 W. Greenview Dr., Middleton, WI  53562
(800) 426-0048 www.vortexoptics.com

down to spend more time being retired. 
Thank you for everything, Pat. Chapter 
leadership is looking for a motivated in-
dividual to take the lead on organizing a 
state gathering. If you would be interest-
ed in organizing or assisting, contact Joe 
Mirasole,outlawoutfitters@hotmail.com.
 Wyoming
Wyoming@backcountryhunters.org
 Wyoming BHA members partnered 
with the Laramie District of the U.S. For-
est Service for a work day aimed at ad-
dressing illegal motorized habitat degra-
dation. Members installed buck and rail 
fencing and signage on motorized routes 
that crossed otherwise intact chunks of 
quality elk and mule deer habitat. WY 
BHA published an ad for BHA’s OHV 
Reward Program in the brochure for 
Wyoming Fish & Game’s “Private Land, 
Public Access Program.”
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Something was missing. After killing and butchering 
a bull elk the day before, I’d hung the meat from a 
pole between two trees. The next morning, my hunt-
ing partner and I returned with our horses to pack the 
elk to camp.

“We’re missing a hind quarter of elk,” I said, counting the 
pieces again just to be sure. 

“What could carry it off?” my partner asked as he tied a 
pack horse to a tree. “It weighed over 80 pounds.” 

That ruled out the ravens cavorting in nearby spruce trees, 
raucously cawing their displeasure at being chased from the 
carcass. 

Fresh, bowl-sized prints in the damp ground told the sto-
ry.

“It was a cougar,” I said, feeling a hot brew of emotions.
I appreciate antlers, but I hunt for the meat. Losing prime 

elk steak is not taken lightly. However, hunting is infinitely 
more complex than just meat or antlers. That complexity is why 
I return each fall to hunt elk and deer in this huge wilderness. 

Over a decade ago I was thrilled to hear wolves howl here 
for the first time. And bears and cougars have always been a 
presence. Primary predators are integral to wildness. They’re 
part of the magnet that draws me back to these mountains year 
after year. 

But I’m a predator, too, and I wasn’t feeling warm and 
fuzzy as I stomped around looking for the missing elk meat. I 
felt like a lion that had been bested by a jackal. Or the reverse. 

• • •
“Darn, he couldn’t have packed that heavy quarter far,” I 

A Wild Balance

said. “Let’s circle this area. Look for a pile of debris. Cougars 
like to bury their food.”

As I crawled over jack-knifed windfall and parted huckle-
berry brush looking for the missing meat, I thought about yes-
terday’s hunt.  

I’d first heard the elk from the upper basin in the old burn. 
I can’t say finding them there was unexpected after tracking the 
herd from the flat ridge two miles east near the horse trail. Lit-
tered with young trees ripped by heavy antlers from the running 
night-battle between bulls vying for cows, their path was easy 
to follow up the mountain to the basin where the herd bull had 
gathered his harem. 

The mountain’s southern flanks – scorched by wildfire 30 
years ago – were carpeted with thick, two-story-high lodgepole 
pine that reduced visibility to arm’s length. Even from a rocky 
rim 500 yards above the basin, my ears were my only aids.  

The herd bull was screaming insults and grunting threats 
while venting his wrath on hapless saplings and guarding his 
cows. A second bull battered a tree low in the basin and a third 
bugled from the opposite side and above. Standing and listen-
ing, I tried to decipher the story. Suddenly, like flood water re-
ceding, the herd moved to the north, over the divide ridge. 

I ran sidehill to keep downwind, and then turned north and 
uphill to catch up. 

Although it had devoured the southern slopes and the pine-
forested ridge top, the wild fire hadn’t penetrated the damp, 
spruce darkness of the north slope. 

That’s where the elk were heading to escape the mid-day 
heat. 

By Scott Stouder

‘The critical link between predator and prey that balances the health of land will ultimately be lost to a civilization that’s too long removed from it.’ 



Backcountry Journal, Fall 2013            19

less. A membrane of ice crusted the morning grass, and the alder 
and sumac leaves that were green two weeks before when we’d 
sweated our way into the wilderness, were a frost-sweetened 
brown and red as we trailed out. 

The dark spruce forest thinned and we dropped to open 
ponderosa pine and bunchgrass hillsides as the rhythm of the 
horse’s hooves echoed the passing of another season – both for 
me and the land.  

I thought about the short decades I’ve returned here. Like 
the trail we were following, no straight lines connect the years. 
But the memories all circle back here, to this large and wild land. 
And, as much as I dislike involuntarily sharing of elk meat, the 
cougars, wolves and bears are a part of those memories.

There is a popular yearning by many today to hear a wolf’s 
howl and to see the tracks of grizzlies again. There is also ve-
hement opposition to those desires. But both positions are fre-
quently built more from a center of human values than from 
nature’s. 

To understand predators, it’s important to understand our 
own presence as one. The critical link between predator and 
prey that balances the long term health of land will ultimately 
be lost to a civilization that’s too long removed from it. 

To me, this relationship between humans and the others 
with which we share the earth always circles back to hunting 
in wild land. In the final analysis, to be immersed in that most 
natural and complex web of life’s ebb and flow is the essence 
of why I hunt. 

 
 

Dodging trees and ducking limbs, I ran across the ridge 
top before stopping to listen. The high-pitched note from an elk 
bugle floated up from the depths on the far side. I turned down-
wind, half-running and half-walking on a long, circuitous route 
to catch the herd without losing or spooking them. 

An hour later, cornered by a shifting breeze and surround-
ed by elk and thick forest, the bull and I met in the claustropho-
bic confines of the spruce depths. Then another turn in the path 
of the hunter, and the hunted was taken. This one with meat for 
the hunter. 

And now another hunter – one who hunts with claws and 
teeth – had claimed it. Two hundred yards from the horses, I 
stepped up onto a barbless pile of windfall splintered by heavy 
winter winds. There, at the bottom of the tangled tree grave-
yard, lay the skinned elk quarter – unharmed. 

The cat had simply grabbed the piece, snapped the para-
chute cord it was hanging on and left with the heavy prize hang-
ing in his jaws. Why he’d abandoned it uncovered and uneaten I 
don’t know. Maybe the weight, while walking the windfall, had 
thrown him off balance. Or maybe we’d scared him arriving 
with the pack horses that morning. 

No telling. 
We cleaned the piece, re-sacked it, loaded the meat on the 

horses and returned to camp. 
• • •

Four days later we gathered our gear and led our pack-
string from the wilderness. 

Although we didn’t hear the wolves that fall, when we 
rode from the meadow to the main trail a single, toenailed track 
padded down the dirt path. A half-mile later, the fresh wolf print 
was covered by the plodding track of a bear that had wandered 
up from the creek crossing that morning. Once across the creek 
the jumbled tracks of elk drifted down the trail with an adult 
cougar and kitten following. A few miles further the elk and 
cougar tracks vanished into the timber. 

I missed where the wolf left the trail. 
Heavy with elk meat, the horses wound their way slowly 

out of the high country. The blue fall skies were cold and cloud-

The author leads his pack animals during a backcountry pack trip.
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t
he colors of autumn find 
their beauty matched by 
the wonders of the animal 
world. The striking shades 
above ground are equaled 

by those returning to brook trout and in 
the fall runs of salmon and steelhead. 
The sounds of fall return as well, with the 
bugling of elk, the drumming of grouse 
and the migration of geese. These are the 
days that many of us long for again and 
again every year. 

As the years roll on, the recollec-

tions of “that buck that was taken right 
there” or of the day on “that stretch of 
this river” where everything just clicked 
are joined more and more often by other 
memories. There are thoughts about the 
young man you helped with his first deer; 
what became of him since that day? Or, 
that time when you gave up one of your 
best “secret” spots on the river, and the 
secrets to it, sharing with a father and 
his daughter out fishing for trout her 
first time. The joy on her face when she 
hooked, and landed, one of “your fish” 

was matched only by the pride on her fa-
ther’s face – and a very grateful look to 
you. Somehow, even though you didn’t 
catch a thing that day, it still ranks as one 
of your favorites on the water. There are 
others, to be sure, and only the time and 
the season in the field will bring them to 
the surface, and you’re never sure which 
will rise when or why.

Fall brings out other memories as 
well – the ones that have you chuckle 
a little under your breath, or look back 
quickly because you thought you saw 
something from long ago. For me, there’s 
one stretch of river near my father’s 
home that I fish at least once every fall. 
It’s nondescript and still on the way back 
from abuses of the past. I say I fish it in 
order to see how the trout are doing, but 
that’s just a front. I fish it for those sepia-
toned memories of a slender, young man 
in a brown canvas hat with a worn bam-
boo rod. In my mind’s eye, I can see his 
methodical probing of pockets and pools, 
of short runs, and of eddies along the 
bank. Those images have been with me 
longer than any others, and the hat that 
once engulfed my head is now almost the 
right size for my daughter.

The afternoon school let out early, 
and my best hunting partner had taken 
off a half-day always rises when the 
light and the conditions are right. As we 
sat there watching the doe pick her way 
along the ridge, with a buck in tow, we 
both readied for the shot. The doe came 
across the opening from 50 yards out, 
and stepped lightly across the leaf-slick-
ened spring rock. But the buck, with his 
mind on things other than his footing, hit 
the top of the spring rock, a steep 20-foot 
face – and on his backside went down the 
rest to the bottom. The rifles remained 
silent, but laughter rung the hollow and 
still echoes in my mind. My uncle now 
has one of those rifles, his father’s, and I 
listen for its report each fall.

So, to the field we go this year, with 
ourselves and those close to us chasing 
new memories and catching just a few of 
the old. They remind us of where we’ve 
been and, I guess, of where we’re going. 
Someday, we too will be memories to 
those with whom we share the backcoun-
try. Here’s to hoping we all remember 
that as well this season.

remembering 
the Season
By Sean D. clarkson
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We asked Backcountry Hunters 
& Anglers’ Facebook Tribe 
this question: If you had to 

choose one fly or lure to fish with for the 
rest of your life, what would it be?
 We learned some things. One, you 
are an opinionated bunch. Also, perhaps 
you just like to say “woolly bugger.” Ei-
ther way, here are some recommenda-
tions to keep in mind next time you’re at 
the tackle shop or setting up for the eve-
ning rise.
• Dardevle Spoon (This was by far the 
most popular lure; classic that still works.)
• Wooly Bugger (This was by far the 
most popular fly, although folks did 
quibble about black, brown, cone-head 
and Chewbacca.) 
• Almost ANY Panther Martin (Panther 
Martin was almost as popular as the 
Daredevle. Some like gold, some like 
yellow, some craft their own.)
• Kastmaster
• San Jaun worm

• Small, jointed Rapala, or Cubby jig
• Renegade fly
• No.4 Brown and Gold Matuka Muddler 
w/ a dubbed muskrat & hares ear body.
• 4-inch gray and black Rapala floater-
diver
• Purple Egg-Sucking Leech
• Prince Adams
• Muddler minnow
• Bead-head nymph
• Bead-head flashback pheasant tail
• Broken-back Rapala
• Skitter Pop (“because top water hits are 
way more fun!”)
• “Any brightly colored Worm Harness 
w/worm...”
• Good n’ Plenty
• Pheasant (tail) nymph 
• Flashback nymph
• Any streamer
• Little Cleo
• Wulff Adams dry fly...Size 16. 
• Bead-head hare’s ear or an orange soft 
hackle.

• Yellow stimulator
• Olive leech
• #2 Blue Fox gold.
• A suspending Shad Rap, lite blue with 
a pearl belly. 
• Elk hair caddis (olive tone)
• Renegade. (“Used it as a kid. Still use 
it now.”)
• Thomas Bouyant lure in a pearl white 
base with trout spots and a brass back. 
• Royal Wulff
• Prince Nymph
• Wedding ring, (a red/black 
wedding ring always works)
• Al’s Goldfish lure
• Orange stimulator dry fly
• Parachute hoppers
• Litterbug popper
• Number 10 — that’s it
• Rapala
• Mustad hook and nightcrawlers.
• Mepp’s silver spinner #0.
• Royal Coachman
• Floating Rapala

Stock your tacklebox with Boots-on-the-Ground Wisdom
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“When the buffalo are gone, we will 
hunt mice, for we are hunters and we 
want our freedom.” 
—Chief Sitting Bull, hunkpapa lakota 
Sioux, 1831-1890.

I
’m a wolf-loving tree hugger and I 
hunt. I kill and eat wild elk. Does 
this seem contradictory? It’s not if 
you consider our nation’s conser-
vation heritage, and see that most 

of our conservation heroes – including 
Theodore Roosevelt (who created na-
tional forests and wildlife refuges), Aldo 
Leopold (author of the conservation clas-
sic, A Sand County Almanac) and Olaus 
J. Murie (founder of The Wilderness So-
ciety) – were all hunters.

I can understand people’s disdain 
for hunting. As Edward Abbey (himself 
a hunter) once wrote, “Hunting is one of 
the hardest things even to think about. 
Such a storm of conflicting emotion!” I 
can’t speak for all hunters, but will try 
and explain why I choose to hunt.

I love elk. They are a magnificent, 
mysterious and powerful animals. I 
spend all the time I can in elk country, 
year-round, hiking, backpacking, back-
country skiing and snowshoeing, ob-
serving and admiring elk. And yet, each 
year during bow season I head into elk 
country with the intent to kill one. Why? 
Partly because I can think of no more 
ecologically-sound way to live in my part 
of the world. I cherish wild elk meat; it’s 
healthy, and it’s derived from healthy, na-
tive grasses and forbs in the wilderness 
near my home.

I like to think I’m a vegetarian of 
sorts, living off the wild grasses, sedges 
and forbs that grow near my home. Most 
these plants are not directly palatable to 
humans, so I let elk convert them to pro-
tein for me. Perhaps someday I can travel 
through the digestive system of a grizzly 
and fertilize the vegetation that elk eat: 

seems only fair considering all the elk 
I’ve killed and eaten.

We’re all part of this land.
I hunt to experience and celebrate 

a fundamental connection with nature, 
because we must all kill to eat, and eat-
ing elk nourished on native grasses and 
forbs has as low an impact on the envi-
ronment as any of the alternatives. Even 
eating soybeans and soy-based products 
supports an agricultural industry that dis-
places and destroys wildlife habitat to 
grow a non-native plant, requiring irriga-
tion, pesticides, herbicides, fossil fuels, 
trucks, roads and industry to be shipped 
around the country. Not to mention the 
thousands of deer and other wildlife 
killed to protect valuable agricultural 
crops. Most people are not aware of the 
impacts of their lifestyles and actions, 
or they choose to live in denial. Aldo 
Leopold wrote: “There are two spiritual 
dangers in not owning a farm. One is the 
danger of supposing that breakfast comes 
from the grocery, and the other that heat 
comes from the furnace.”

We all kill to eat.
Everything we do has consequences. 

Whether we choose to eat vegetables or 
meat, store-bought food or homegrown, 
cattle or venison, we all contribute to the 
death of animals so we can eat. I choose 
to eat the wild meat of elk, mule deer 
and antelope. And the money I spend in 
pursuit of these wild animals, through 
license fees and excise taxes on hunting 
equipment, helps protect the wild places 
that sustain them and sustain me. It’s the 
most efficient, environmentally sound 
and sustainable way I know to live in 
this somewhat arid western landscape we 
call Montana. And the countless days and 
hours I spend pursuing elk and mule deer 
through the rugged mountains in the wil-
derness area where I hunt have provided 
me with a keen understanding and aware-

ness of these incredible animals and their 
habitat, which has fueled a passion for 
the protection of wild elk, deer and other 
wildlife, and the wild places they roam.

North America’s system of wildlife 
management, of which regulated hunt-
ing is an integral part, is a tremendous 
achievement. The value of wild elk and 
deer to hunters supports the protection 
and enhancement of wildlife habitat for 
an array and abundance of wildlife, in-
cluding large predators and threatened 
and endangered species, and supports 
ecologically-based research and manage-
ment. It’s a sustainable system that gives 
many hunters a stake in wildlife, and fu-
els public understanding and concern for 
conservation.

I am growing increasingly angry 
over the ongoing loss of crucial wildlife 
habitat from human subdivision and de-
velopment; the people who want to mine 
and drill our last remaining wild places; 
the people who deny and evade critical 
topics such as climate change, and the 
people – and a society – that seems to put 
greed, profit and money above all else. 
Throughout the West, homes are rapidly 
replacing critical elk and deer winter 
range, calving and fawning habitat and 
migratory corridors. Not only elk and 
deer suffer, but all wildlife that depend 
on that habitat, including everything 
from ducks and trout to grizzlies and pine 
martens. My love for wild elk and deer 
provokes a strong desire to protect their 
habitat; that desire is fueled, in part, by 
my passion for hunting and the meat that 
sustains me.

Hunting has a large ugly side, to be 
sure, which seems to be growing larger. 
I sometimes feel like an anti-hunter who 
hunts. Far too many hunters reveal a dis-
turbing lack of knowledge of, or concern 
for, wildlife and wild places and actually 
promote efforts – and support the poli-

Why I Hunt
By Dave Stalling



ADAM FOSS / SEACAT CREATIVE

SITKAGEAR.COM  |  877.SITKA.GR

TURNING CLOTHING INTO GEAR
NEXT-TO-SKIN  |  INSUL ATION  |  SOF T SHELL  |  HARD SHELL  |  HEADWEAR  |  HANDWEAR  |  PACKS

Backcountry Journal, Fall 2013            23

ticians and organizations who push for 
efforts – to erode and degrade our wild-
life and last remaining wild places. They 
are as detached from the wilds as most 
Americans are, and increasingly replace 
knowledge, skills and effort with tech-
nology and other short cuts; they selfish-
ly do everything and anything they can to 
boost their egos and overcome insecuri-
ties by killing other creatures; they fear 
and hate wolves, they fear and hate griz-
zlies, they fear and hate wilderness, they 
fear and hate the wilds; they fear and hate 
to actually hunt. They just love to kill. 

Several national surveys have 
shown that only about 10 percent of 
hunters fall within a “naturalist” group 
of hunters who seek an intimate bond to 
the wilds and cherish and fight to protect 
wildlife and wild places. Having worked 
for Trout Unlimited’s Sportsmen Conser-
vation Project and the National Wildlife 
Federation; Having served two terms as 
president of the Montana Wildlife Fed-
eration (Montana’s largest and oldest 
hunter-angler conservation association); 
having helped found Hellgate Hunters 

and Anglers, and being a part of a great 
dynamic group called Backcountry Hunt-
ers and Anglers, I am fortunate to have 
met and worked with many dedicated, 
conservation-minded hunters working 
hard to protect our fair-chase hunting and 
angling heritage and the wildlife and wild 
places we all cherish. I’m also grateful 
to live in a place like Missoula, Mont., 
where even hippies hunt and fish. 

I can think of no better lifestyle than 
roaming wildlands as a participant of na-
ture, taking responsibility for the deaths I 
cause, and securing my own sustenance. 
In his essay, “A Hunter’s Heart,” Colo-
rado naturalist and writer David Petersen 
summarizes it nicely:

“Why do I hunt? It’s a lot to think 
about, and I think about it a lot. I hunt to 
acknowledge my evolutionary roots, mil-
lennia deep, as a predatory omnivore. To 
participate actively in the bedrock work-
ings of nature. For the atavistic chal-
lenge of doing it well with an absolute 
minimum of technological assistance. 
To learn the lessons, about nature and 
myself, that only hunting can teach. To 

accept personal responsibilities for at 
least some of the deaths that nourish my 
life. For the glimpse it offers into a wild-
ness we can hardly imagine. Because it 
provides the closet thing I’ve known to 
a spiritual experience. I hunt because it 
enriches my life and because I can’t help 
myself ... because I was born with a hunt-
er’s heart.”

More of Dave Stalling on his blog: 
“From the Wild Side: Wild Thoughts 
from an Untamed Heart” http://thoughts-
fromthewildside.blogspot.com

‘I can think of no better lifestyle than roaming 
wildlands as a participant of nature and 
securing my own sustenance.’
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t
he young cow lay quietly, 
breathing her last as the 
temperature dropped in the 
cold December evening air. 
Minutes before, I made the 

decision to end her life in order to pro-
vide food for my family. I struggled to 
celebrate or to jump up and down yelling 
because life was ending. With labored ef-
fort from broken lungs she exhaled her 
final breath.

Immediately after that fatal shot, my 
hunting partner had gone back up the hill 
to call to let family know we would be 
bringing home meat for the coming win-
ter and spring. This was the second elk of 
the season and the second time in one fall 
that my actions had brought death to this 
beautiful species. Being alone with the 
animal made the experience even more 
memorable than the first.

The first was a funny looking mid-
dle-aged bull that carried a large club for-
mation for a second point on his right ant-
ler rather than the usual sweeping brow 
tine. His other side was a normal five 
point, but it was the strange antler that 
enticed me to pull the trigger. My partner 
on that trip lived out the entire kill with 
me, down to the final shot. It was easier 
to be excited with that kill because there 
was no breath left in the lungs of the bull 
when we got to him. On the other hand, 
with the second kill, the young cow’s life 
ended with only the two of us present, 
and shortly after that I was by myself.

Honestly, in my heart I wasn’t 
thrilled to take an animal’s life like we 
see on so many hunting television shows 
today. A part of me is embarrassed by 
some of the behavior hunters use when 
in the spotlight. In fact, I am embarrassed 

to say that once I jumped up and down, 
shouting like an idiot, when I killed a 
young bull a few seasons back. There 
was no one there to celebrate with me 
and I quickly realized how foolish the 
victory dance was.

I don’t want this story’s main point 
to be misconstrued as “don’t celebrate the 
kill.” Rather, a hunter shouldn’t celebrate 
the fact that we have taken an animal, but 
instead celebrate the adventure, the life 
of the animal, the blessing of food for 
months to come, and finally the quality of 
the animal itself. When the hunt is over 
and the meat cools, these are the things 
to reflect on.

This also isn’t to minimize the 
heightened emotion that comes with the 
pursuit of big game. Adrenaline kicks 
in and the thrill of accomplishment can 
make those moments some of the best 
we will ever experience. Many hunters 
have had the “hand shakes” after the kill, 
and why shouldn’t we? Encountering any 
wild animal is a rush, and many times we 
label a missed shot “buck fever” or “bull 

fever.” All of these things are a natural 
part of hunting and will be forever.

However, even in the midst of ex-
citement, adrenaline and all other emo-
tions, respect for the animal should play 
a major role in how and what we cele-
brate. We don’t celebrate the passing of 
a loved one, or the death of almost any 
human. For the death of a loved one is 
often the start of a long grieving process. 
On a vastly smaller scale, grief is a part 
of the kill. The grief often starts as soon 
as we see the animal drop in the scope 
and usually has subsided by the time we 
start documenting our trophy with pho-
tographs. Sometimes there are hints of 
grief in the “hero” pictures taken at the 
kill site.

I have met very few hunters who 
don’t grieve a little over a kill. In fact, 
I might have a hard time hunting with 
someone who doesn’t at minimum recog-
nize the God-given value of the creature. 
The grief is often mixed with a sense of 
accomplishment and pride in the pursuit, 
love of the activity itself, and skills need-

THE CONNECTION
Between Man
and Animal
By Scott reekers

Sometimes hints of the hunter’s grief are reflected in the ‘hero’ pictures taken at the kill site.



ed to be successful. Some even cry 
at the moment of the kill, though 
I have never been one to lay that 
emotion out for an animal.

Perhaps grief is one of the 
reasons young children are per-
plexed, in awe and scared of a dead 
game animal. The first big game 
kill I experienced was a fawn that 
Dad shot during September rifle 
season. As an elementary school 
child who had never been around 
anything dead, I felt a mix of emo-
tions. My pride wanted me to be 
macho, but my churning stomach 
said otherwise as Dad and his part-
ner started to field dress her. I had 
to turn around and wait for it to be 
over.

My young mind had focused 
ahead of time on avoiding the nau-
sea from exposure to the insides of 
an animal (which affected me anyway). 
But it hadn’t occurred to me beforehand 
that death would have to happen first to 
even get to that point of field dressing. 
No one warned me that a successful hunt 
would include my first exposure to what 
would forever shape my view of success 
on the hunt.

That year would also teach me the 
work ethic needed to take a big-game an-
imal home. Many weekends were spent 
in the mountains of Wyoming pursuing 
mule deer and elk. Dad checked me out 
of school on more than one occasion so I 
could be a part of the experience, to en-
joy God’s creation while hunting. Soon, 
I realized that the kill itself was not all 
that hunting, and the pursuit of big game, 
would be about.

Success was defined by our con-
nection to the animal, as big or as small 
the relationship we had developed with 
them. I began to realize that God made 
them for us to enjoy, to understand, and 
above all else, for us to manage for their 
well-being in a changing world.

Those were lean years when it came 
to elk hunting, and even a short glimpse 
of one would have made the trip worth 
it in my mind. Because of that, my con-
nection to elk grew to the point where 
I couldn’t get enough of them. I had to 
read about them; I had to understand 
them. Magazines with rutting bulls on the 
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cover and articles inside fed my desire to 
be around them. Stories of elk hunters 
actually taking home a bull drove me to 
look forward to the hunt every year. Now 
I make sure that in the fall every day off I 
can take from work is spent in the moun-

tains with them.
As I matured, my connections 

with the animals I hunt have grown 
stronger. Some animals I will only 
meet moments before the kill, and 
others I will meet months before on 
scouting trips into the backcountry. 
My appreciation for what it means 
to take the life an animal has also 
grown. It now means much more to 
live off of them for the following 
year; food is no longer something 
to take for granted.

Regardless of the amount 
of time spent watching an ani-
mal through binoculars, when it 
reaches the freezer every package 
of meat has memories attached 
that remain vivid. This morning I 
pulled an elk roast from the freezer. 
As I browned the meat to prepare it 
for the slow cooker I couldn’t help 

but think about the cow and that cold De-
cember evening. The connection to the 
animal remains even after it moves from 
the freezer to the plate. The connection 
between man and animal is what hunting 
is all about.

The author believes the connection between man and animal is 
what hunting is all about.
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As any big game hunter knows, taking large 
animals like deer, moose, elk, bighorn sheep 
and caribou is a behavior that must be taught. 
Wolves, probably the world’s most proficient 
big game hunters, teach by example. What they 

can teach humans, by example, are things we once knew but 
have fundamentally forgotten. Since our species left the wilds 
for cities and civilization, hunting instincts and skills acquired 
over tens of thousands of years of evo-
lution have slowly withered. They have 
been dulled by civilization, but we can 
regain some of them by looking to our 
fellow predator, the wolf.

It has long been held that wolves 
use various strategies when hunting. On 
occasion, they employ what seems to be 
conscious strategy, sending out one or 
two animals to herd prey into an ambush. 
And they vary their tactics slightly to 
hunt each species of prey, adapting pri-
marily to terrain and somewhat less to 
the sort of prey.  †

They prefer to attack sheep from above. They may split 
up to skirt both sides of an island on a frozen lake, and then 
precipitously flush caribou or deer driven toward the island’s 
tip. When antelope were abundant on the Great Plains, wolves 

would reputedly lay low in the grass, switching their tails from 
side to side like metronomes to attract the curious animals close 
enough to jump them. And they apparently herded buffalo onto 
lake ice, where the huge animals lost their footing, a practice 
they still use to bring down elk. †

In northern Minnesota, where both wolves and whitetail 
deer are abundant, it has been established that humans can suc-
cessfully adopt and use some of the gray wolf’s deer hunting 

strategies. Though it’s physically impossible 
to hunt exactly like wolves, at least three 
practices that contribute greatly to their hunt-
ing success can be used by human hunters.

When used by humans, they lose some 
of their effectiveness, but they can work well 
enough to put skilled hunters within 100 
yards of at least one adult buck during ev-
ery half day of hunting. The three adoptable 
deer hunting practices, introduced by Dr. Ken 
Nordberg in his book Whitetail Hunter’s Al-
manac: 7th Edition, are as follows. ††

1. Key on Vulnerable Deer
Wolves key only on deer that are vulner-

able. To wolves, “vulnerable” means the intended prey cannot 
run faster than a wolf (adult whitetails are ordinarily 10 mph 
faster), the deer being young or weak can be easily caught or 
steered toward an ambush, or the deer is currently located in an 

Hunting like 
the Wolf

By David Lien

Wolves and early human 
hunters in North America 
adopted the most successful 
hunting methods in order to 
survive. Human hunters, by 
observing wolves and their 
hunting methods, can apply 
similar tactics to their own 
particular hunting situations.

The author believes human hunters can learn to become more effective by observing the hunting techniques used by wolves.
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area where cover and/or terrain will make it especially difficult 
to avoid ambush. ††

Keying on vulnerable bucks is a principle element of Dr. 
Nordberg’s “Johnny-on-the-spot buck hunting” method. To the 
Johnny-on-the-spot buck hunter, however, the word “vulner-
able” has a different meaning. The difference is attributable to 
the one advantage human hunters have over wolves: deadly, 
long-range weaponry.  ††

Modern firearms and archery equipment enable human 
hunters to dispatch deer at ranges 
of 30-100 yards or more. In typi-
cal northern Minnesota whitetail 
habitat, however, open shots (no 
intervening obstacles) are un-
common beyond 50 yards. Con-
sequently, to the Johnny-on-the-
spot buck hunter, “vulnerable” 
means the intended prey is likely 
to pass within 10–50 yards or it is 
currently located in an area where 
cover and/or terrain will make it 
especially difficult to avoid am-
bush. ††

2. Scout Daily
Wolves scout daily, search-

ing for and keying on very fresh signs of unalarmed, unsuspect-
ing deer only. Very fresh deer signs are indisputable evidence 
a potential victim is near. Wolves never waste time or energy 
hunting in areas devoid of vulnerable prey. They never set up 
drives merely hoping a deer is located between the driver and 
the ambushers (standers). Though not successful every time 
they begin a hunt, because wolves always key on very fresh 
deer signs only, they are always in the 
right place at the right time. ††

The manner in which wolves scout 
daily is also vital to their hunting success. 
Their scouting is very different from their 
hunting. While scouting, they walk rap-
idly along specific routes, moving steadi-
ly, pausing infrequently and then very 
briefly, rarely straying off-trail until they 
have discovered the scents of vulnerable 
prey. Wolf cruise routes are paths that lend 
themselves to rapid movements through-
out enormous hunting ranges (100 square 
miles or more). Favorite cruise routes are 
old logging trails, well-worn deer trails, uncluttered riverbanks, 
etc. These routes course through whitetail home ranges, cross-
ing countless trails and sites frequented by deer. ††

Cruise routes enable wolves to quickly and regularly as-
sess trail scents of every deer within their ranges without sig-
nificantly alarming potential prey. As long as wolves remain on 
their established routes and do not display hunting behavior, 
whitetails will do little more than move aside, if necessary, and 
freeze in cover as their seemingly disinterested enemies move 
steadily past. Accustomed to the harmlessness of wolves that 
are merely cruising, some adult deer will freeze boldly in the 

open as they pass, the wolves giving them little more than a 
sidelong glance, if that. ††

This very productive means of scouting ensures intended 
prey will be near when the decision is made to begin a hunt. 
The Johnny-on-the-spot buck hunter scouts like a wolf: scout-
ing daily along a few prechosen paths coursing across trails 
or around sites frequented by one or more adult bucks while 
avoiding any display of hunting behavior and ignoring all but 
very fresh deer signs made by adult bucks. ††

3. Quickly Hunt 
Vulnerable Deer

Unlike human hunters, 
wolves do not take note of a fresh 
deer trail and return to hunt the 
deer that made that trail days or 
weeks later. They do not ignore 
fresh signs of vulnerable prey be-
cause they are committed to hunt-
ing elsewhere. Upon discovering 
the fresh trail, they hunt that deer 
right now, while it is still near and 
vulnerable. Keying quickly on 
fresh signs of adult bucks is a pri-
mary reason Johnny-on-the-spot 
buck hunting is so effective. ††

Upon discovering the fresh signs of a buck, the hunter 
moves stealthily to a downwind site likely to be in the path 
of the quarry right away, later that day, or at the latest before 
first light the next morning. There, seated on a portable stool 
and hidden by natural, unaltered cover, the motionless hunter 
quietly waits until the unsuspecting quarry appears, not stirring 
until sunset. ††

Effectiveness
Gray wolves can pinpoint exact lo-

cations of unseen whitetails located 100 
yards or more away and then stalk to with-
in 40 yards of them without being identi-
fied. Unless the quarry can actually be 
seen, human hunters cannot pinpoint exact 
locations of whitetails located 100 yards 
or more away and rarely can human hunt-
ers stalk to within 40 yards of whitetails 
without being identified. ††

The best human hunters can do is pin-
point likely locations of whitetails, plus or 
minus around 100 yards, and then move 

stealthily to downwind or crosswind stand sites situated within 
10-50 yards of routes likely to be taken by deer moving away 
from predicted current locations. For human hunters, then, 
hunting success hinges on the word “likely.” ††

In this case, likely means “more likely to be in the area 
predicted than not,” or “more likely to use the route predicted 
than not.” The word “likely,” of course, is a relative term, ex-
pressible in terms of percentages or odds. Johnny-on-the-spot 
buck hunting is the most effective means Dr. Nordberg knows 
for keying on sites where adult bucks are likely to pass within 
10–50 yards. But even under the most favorable circumstances, 
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The manner in which wolves 
scout daily is also vital to their 
hunting success. Their scouting 
is very different from their 
hunting. While scouting, they 
walk rapidly along specific 
routes, crossing countless trails 
and sites frequented by deer. 

Author David Lien penned a book titled Age-Old Quests.
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Even before wolf reintroduction, northern Minnesota’s backcountry was the hunting grounds for both wolves and humans alike.
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adult bucks do not pass within 10–50 yards during every half 
day of hunting, only a percentage of them. ††

If the hunter recognizes information provided by deer 
signs, understands whitetail habits, and knows the locations of 
key whitetail home range elements such as feeding and bed-
ding areas, the word “likely” means “correct up to 90 percent 
of the time” (i.e., within 100 yards during nine of 10 half days 
of hunting). ††

To illustrate how it works, consider 
this simple example: “Judging by the 
length of these tracks (or droppings) and 
their freshness, the deer that made these 
tracks is a 3.5- to 6.5-year-old buck, and 
he is not far away. Whitetails are currently 
feeding. This buck headed toward a currently favored feeding 
area 200 yards west of here. It is likely, therefore, this buck is 
now 200 yards or so west of here.”  ††

When you can identify and determine the approximate 
whereabouts of a whitetail in this fashion, you will rarely be 
wrong. If you can then get to a downwind or crosswind location 
of that buck’s current location without its knowledge, and if you 
can sit quietly, hidden by natural, unaltered cover within easy 
shooting range of signs made by that buck during the previous 
6-24 hours, your odds for taking that buck will be as favorable 
as they can be for taking any deer. ††

Although the hunting methods described here are best 
suited for use in the glacier-scraped, heavily forested regions 
typical of northern Minnesota, they’re but one example of simi-

lar hunting techniques being used by humans and wolves in the 
same geographical area. The caribou hunting tactics of wolves 
in Alaska’s Brooks Range were similar to those used by the 
Nunamiut Eskimos. Wolves and Cree Indians in Alberta ma-
neuvered buffalo out onto lake ice, where the animals lost their 
footing and were more easily killed. Wolf and Shoshoni Indian 
lay flat on the prairie grass of Wyoming and slowly waved (one 

its tail, the other a strip of hide) to attract 
curious antelope close enough to kill. †

Wolves and early human hunters in 
North America adopted the most successful 
hunting methods in order to survive. Today 
wolves still survive this way, and no matter 
the geographic location they tend to make 

use of the most successful hunting tactics. Human hunters, by 
observing wolves and their hunting methods, can apply similar 
tactics to their own particular hunting situations.

† Barry Lopez. Of Wolves And Men. New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1978, p. 59.

†† Ken Nordberg. Whitetail Hunter’s Almanac: 7th Edi-
tion. Minneapolis, Minnesota: Shingle Creek Outdoors Publi-
cations, 1994, p. 14.
 (Reprinted from fur-fiSh-game magazine, June 1997)

David Lien is a BHA board member, co-chair of the Colo-
rado BHA chapter, and founder/co-chair of the Minnesota BHA 
chapter. David is also the author of three books, including 
Age-Old Quests: Hunting, Climbing & Trekking. Visit http://
outskirtspress.com/ageoldquests/.

The caribou hunting tactics 
of wolves in Alaska’s Brooks 
Range were similar to those 
used by the Nunamiut Eskimos. 
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By Holly Endersby

Have you ever listened to a bird 
sing or a squirrel chattering high 
in a tree? Well, both are com-

municating. The bird isn’t singing just 
because he likes to hear his pretty voice. 
He’s letting other birds know that this is 
“his” territory. And the squirrel is letting 
others in the area know danger is pres-
ent. Animals communicate with each 
other all the time. 

Elk Talk
Elk communicate, too. But because 

these animals usually live in areas far 
from people, you may have never heard 
one. Elk are cautious. During the day 
these large members of the deer family 
often stay where trees and bushes hide 
them. Elk are herbivores, or animals that 
eat only plants. They are also a prey spe-
cies, meaning other animals – predators 
– hunt them for food. A predator is an 
animal that kills and eats other animals.  

Using their voice to communicate 
helps keep elk safe from predators. It 
also helps them locate each other in 
forests and brush. Mothers (cows) talk 
to their babies (calves) with low squeals. 
These sounds are often called “mews.” 
They sound a little like a very BIG cat – 
mmmeeeewwww! Calves answer their 
mothers with high-pitched squeals. Just 
like people, every elk’s voice is different 
so elk can tell who’s talking! 

Bull elk make a sound called a 
bugle. This eerie sound begins with a 
piercing whistle that starts low and rises 
to a high pitch before dropping into a 
deep growl.

Danger Signals
When elk hear, see or smell a 

predator nearby, they run, hide or sound 
an alarm. The alarm sounds like a 
high-pitched dog bark. It is a short, loud 
sound that tells other elk danger is near. 
Calves hide when they hear the alarm 

bark. If a calf is in danger, it makes a 
high-pitched sound, called a bleat, which 
alerts its mother. Cows rush to protect 
their calves when they hear a bleat. 
Older calves run to their mothers when 
they hear the warning bark. 

Just Playing Around
Young elk like to play. Cows and 

calves form nursery groups during the 
summer. One cow will watch many 
calves while the other mothers eat. 
Calves play hard together, running and 
jumping. 

When not in danger, cows and 
calves talk together with mellow chirp-
ing sounds. Just like human mothers, 
cows watch their babies carefully when 
they play and talk to them constantly. If 
you are lucky enough to hear a herd of 
cow and calf elk talking, it may remind 
you of a friendly group of people talking 
and playing together. But if the elk are 
aware of you, they will stop talking, and 
then bark and run away.

Elk also communicate physically. 
And calves learn to communicate when 
they play together. Male calves begin 
to play-fight: this tells them who is 
strongest. When they become full-grown 
bulls they will fight each other to breed 
cows. Only the strongest bull elk breed. 

I’m The Biggest and Best
Bull elk communicate their size in 

more ways than just bugling. One way 
is by growing very large, symmetrical 

(the same on both sides) antlers. Young, 
sick and very old bulls do not grow large 
antlers. Large antlers tell other bulls to 
stay away, and they attract cows. In this 
way, only the healthiest bulls breed with 
the cows.  

In early autumn, elk enter the 
breeding period called the rut. In ad-
dition to their large antlers, bull elk 
communicate their strength and intent 
to breed in other ways during the rut. 
Bull elk roll in large, muddy areas called 
“wallows.” They cover themselves in 
urine-soaked mud: this tells other bulls 
and cows they are ready to mate. They 
also scrape trees with their antlers and 
leave their scent everywhere to let other 
elk know this is their territory. 

Bulls in the rut will bugle to let 
other elk know they are in charge. A 
bugle is used like a bird’s song – to 
mark territories. Only a bull elk’s bugle 
is much louder than a bird song!  

Cows are attracted by the bugle 
and will sometimes answer with a soft 
“mewing” sound of their own. The bull 
is also telling other bulls that he wants to 
breed with the cows. Often, another bull 
answers with a bugle. He is challeng-
ing the first elk. Each is saying he is the 
“biggest and baddest” bull around! Bulls 
often bugle back and forth until they are 
close enough to see one another. Then, 
they will thrash their antlers on trees 
and shrubs and dig the earth with their 
front hooves to show how strong they 
are. Finally, if one doesn’t back off, they 
will charge one another and fight. Bulls 
seldom fight, but when they do, they will 
fight until one is injured or gives up. The 
stronger bull will mate with the group of 
cows he has attracted, called a harem. 

Keeping in Touch
Elk live in big, rugged country, 

often far away from one another. The 
different ways they communicate helps 
them stay together and stay safe. When 
they do separate, these different methods 
of communication help them find one 
another again. It also helps them identify 
each other from other elk in the same 
herd. 

They communicate with sight, their 
sense of smell and their voices. Just like 
people, they talk for safety, for fun and 
just to stay in touch.

Elk Talk
The sounds elk make
and what it all means

Bulls in the rut will bugle to let other elk know 
they are in charge.
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