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DIRECTOR’S
MESSAGE
BY LAND TAWNEY

BHA: In the
Arena for your
Public Lands

“It is not the critic who counts; not the
man who points out how the strong man
stumbles, or where the doer of deeds
could have done them better. The credit
belongs to the man who is actually in the
arena, whose face is marred by dust and
sweat and blood…who at the best knows
in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails,
at least fails while daring greatly, so that
his place shall never be with those cold
and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.”
-President Theodore Roosevelt, 1910

T

heodore Roosevelt had plenty
of critics in his day: robber
barons, titans of big industry,
people who did not appreciate
his progressive views on race, even some
leaders in his own party. But as this quote
suggests, those critics only steeled his
resolve. Thank goodness for that. America’s great traditions of hunting, fishing
and public lands would be in tatters if
it wasn’t for the visionary and steadfast
will of TR. The national forests, wildlife

refuges and public lands he loved, fought
for, and set aside for all Americans are
the envy of the world.
Today, we cannot take this legacy for
granted. The vast majority of Americans
greatly value and support our public
lands. However, a well-connected and
well-funded band of special interests is
chipping away at TR’s legacy. Both in
Congress and in state houses around the
West, they are pushing to “transfer” or
“take over” public lands.
Don’t be fooled into thinking this is
some kind of grassroots effort. It’s being
funded by the same kinds of special interests that scrapped with TR. They are exploiting valid complaints and frustrations
over the gridlock and ideological warfare
we see in Washington D.C. to taint our
public lands heritage. There are plenty
of reasons to be frustrated with how our
public lands are managed. BHA is working both at local and national levels to
ensure our public land managers do their
job. We would rather work within the existing framework than a new paradigm.
The special interests and politicians set
at undermining our public lands heritage
are banking on the fact that Americans, in
general, are too busy to pay close attention to what is going on in regard to our
public lands. But at Backcountry Hunters
& Anglers, we recognize this threat for
what it is: an insidious, long-term effort
to erode our outdoor way of life for the
profit of a few.
Now is our time to be the voice for our
wild public lands, waters and wildlife.
Together we are in the arena, we have
dirt under our fingernails, and we will not
leave our post. Like TR, we have our critics, but this just gives us more resolve. On
September 27th (National Hunting and
Fishing Day) BHA brought elk camp to
the capitol building in Helena, Montana.
More than 300 men and women, children

and college students rallied at Montana’s
State Capitol to #keepitpublic! U.S. Senator Jon Tester (D) and former Secretary
of State Bob Brown (R) both spoke at the
rally and signed the Sportsman’s Pledge
to keep public lands in public hands.
“This whole idea of transferring lands
to Montana is so unwise and so impractical, it’s almost impossible to imagine
it happening. Still, the proponents of it
haven’t given up,” Brown said. “Neither
should we. We should fight it hard in the
spirit of my hero, the great Theodore,
who advised, ‘Don’t hit if it’s honorably
possible not to. But never hit soft.’”
This rally in Helena was our first big
punch and we will continue to fight.
You can help the cause by being an advocate on the stream, in the duck marsh
and around the campfire. Tell your fellow
hunters and anglers about this fight and
ask them to join. Write editorials and letters to the editor to your local newspaper. Contact your elected officials and let
them know you want public lands to stay
in public hands. Phone calls, emails and
one-on-one conversations will rule they
day. Take a minute to sign the Sportsman’s Pledge. It’s finally Fall, so get outside and enjoy the fruits of your labor! I
know I will!

Take The Sportsman’s Pledge Today!

“

join more than 1,200 women and men protecting public Lands
sign at www.backcountryhunters.org

As a North American hunter and angler, I pledge to speak up on behalf of conservation
of the clean water, wildlife habitat, sportsman access, and public lands that belong
to all of us. I will defend these values against those individuals, organizations and
corporations who would sell or transfer our public lands and erode our habitat, opportunity and freedoms. I welcome new sportsmen and women, young and old, and will
lead by example. I pledge to leave our wild public lands in better condition than I found
them so that future generations can enjoy the benefits we are blessed to have today.
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”

300-plus Montanans proved their dedication to
keeping public lands in public hands by braving the
rain at elk camp on the Capitol Lawn.

3

BACKCOUNTRY HUNTERS & ANGLERS

STAFF

Land Tawney, Executive Director
tawney@backcountryhunters.org
406-370-3243
Holly Endersby, Conservation Director
hollye@hughes.net
208-628-3956
Caitlin Twohig, Executive Assistant
caitlin@backcountryhunters.org
406-370-4325
Tim Brass, Southern Rockies Coordinator
tim@backcountryhutners.org
651-206-4669
Kristen Fitzpatrick, Bookkeeper
kristen@backcountryhunters.org
Grant Alban, Development Associate
grant@backcountryhunters.org
Josh Kuntz, Chapter Coordinator
josh@backcountryhunters.org
Sam Lungren, Backcountry Journal
Editor & Designer
lungrensam@gmail.com

Backcountry Hunters & Anglers
PO Box 9257 Missoula, MT 59807
www.backcountryhunters.org
admin@backcountryhunters.org

Board of directors

Ben Long (Montana), Co-Chairman
Joel Webster (Montana), Co-Chairman
Sean Carriere (Idaho), Treasurer
Jay Banta (Utah)
Ryan Busse (Montana)
Sean Clarkson (Maryland)
Larry Fischer (Idaho)
John Gale (Colorado)
David Lien (Colorado)
Joe Mirasole (Washington)
Angie Timm (Colorado)
Mike Beagle (Oregon) President Emeritus

contact chapter chairs

A big backcountry high-five to the
following Legacy Partners who have
committed $500 or more to BHA for the
next three years. To find out how you
can become a Legacy Member, please
contact grant@backcountryhunters.org

Alaska@backcountryhunters.org
Arizona@backcountryhunters.org
Britishcolumbia@backcountryhunters.org
California@backcountryhunters.org
Colorado@backcountryhunters.org
Idaho@Backcountryhunters.org
Minnesota@backcountryhunters.org
Montana@backcountryhunters.org
Oregon@backcountryhunters.org
Nevada@backcountryhunters.org
NewEngland@backcountryhunters.org
NewMexico@backcountryhunters.org
NewYork@backcountryhunters.org
Pennsylvania@backcountryhunters.org
Utah@backcountryhunters.org
Washington@backcountryhunters.org
Wyoming@backcountryhunters.org

Cidney Brown
Whit Fosburgh
Stephen Graf
Richard Kacin
Peter Lupsha

Backcountry Journal Contributors: Tovar
Cerulli, Brad Cunningham, Jim Dellinger,
Lauren Hobson, Bryan Huskey, Jared
Lampton, Ed Putnam, Todd Tanner

BHA Legacy partners

Chol McGlynn
Robert Tammen
Karl Van Calcar
Michael Verville

Cover Photo by Travis Boughton

Co-Chairman’s Note: Thank you, Duane!
One of the most rewarding things about being co-chairman of Backcountry Hunters & Anglers is meeting like-minded outdoorsmen and women from around the country.Without exception, the people I have met have been dedicated to the backcountry, America’ wildlife and our clean wild waters. Not just dedicated to enjoying it, but dedicated to passing them on to our kids.
Case in point is Duane Dungannon, of Medford, Oregon. Duane came to the aid of BHA at a critical time, and left his mark
in a way that touches every member of our growing affiliation.
BHA is 10 years old. Early on in the organization’s life, we recognized the need for a newsletter to share information with
our members. Then-chairman Mike Beagle and I scrambled to assemble one. I cobbled together the stories, Mike did the layout
on his personal computer and made photocopies at Kinko’s, then his kids stapled the pages and put on the address stickers and
stamps.
Duane came to us with a vision we had not ever dared imagine: upgrading our production to a more professional look, complete with full color, glossy paper, and even professional-grade photographs. Mike and I were skeptical, but Duane walked us
through it.
The result is the Backcountry Journal you are holding in your hand. It’s miles ahead of the amateurish publication Mike and
I compiled. Every time we’ve put out a new Journal, it’s been better than the previous one. That’s largely because of Duane,
who managed to keep his cool and his sense of humor through it all.
As BHA consolidates its operations in Missoula, Duane is no longer as closely involved in producing the Journal. But I for
one thank him for his contribution and am gratified to know he is still there, keeping an eye on us. -Ben Long

4

Backcountry Journal, Fall 2014

Your
Backcountry
By Ben Long
BHA Co-Chair

Northern
Whitefish
Range, MT

I

t was late August after one of the
warmest Julys on record. I stepped
into the crystal-clear creek in
northwestern Montana’s Whitefish
Range, intending to cast a little Royal
Wulff at a promising shadow.
The water was so cold it hurt. I could
feel every individual bone in my feet and
toes throb against the cold water. I dashed
to a gravel bar where I could stand without agony below the ankles.
I didn’t catch any fish that evening,
but I stumbled into camp with a renewed
appreciation for the Whitefish Range and
the North Fork of the Flathead River Basin. Water that cold and clear is a rare resource these days, and absolutely crucial
for native fish like bull trout and westslope cutthroat trout to survive into the
future.
But the Whitefish Range is more
than a source of cold, clean water. It also
happens to be rugged, wild and full of big
game. Elk, moose, mule deer and whitetail deer all thrive here, along with the
cougars, wolves and bears that try to eat
them. One biologist determined that the
Whitefish Range has the greatest density
of grizzly bears of any interior population
in North America. It was here, decades
ago, where I encountered my first grizzly,
first wolverine, first wolf, first bull trout.
It’s also where I caught my first trout on
a fly and killed my first Montana buck.
For me, the Whitefish Range and the
North Fork is the epitome of backcoun-

Ben won’t tell you the name of this particular mountain, but hopefully Wilderness Area designation
for the North Fork Flathead Watershed will forever protect your ability to go find this or one of many
other backcountry gems on your own.
try. There are many, many easier places
to hunt and fish in Montana, but there are
none better.
BHA was the first sportsmen’s group
to endorse the North Fork Watershed
Protection Act, which would exclude the
drainage from oil and gas development.
The law has strong bipartisan support
from Montana’s Congressional Delegation and awaits action in Washington
D.C. But there are many other resources
here besides energy.
The Flathead National Forest is kicking off its forest planning process, which
will set the future of this mountain range.
BHA member Frank Vitale is a highly skilled and experienced horseman and
backcountry hunter who has spent decades exploring and clearing trail in the
Whitefish Range. Although busy with his
own business, Frank volunteered long
hours at the Whitefish Range Collaborative. This is an informal group including
sportsmen, horse packers, wilderness advocates, snowmobilers, mountain bikers
and local sawmill employees.
For long months, they hiked the
trails and scanned the maps. They came
to a broad consensus about what areas
are appropriate for logging, which ones
should be declared wilderness areas,
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where snowmobiles and mountain bikes
are appropriate and where they are not.
When critics of protecting wilderness
protested, Frank offered his most gentle
mule and led them to the wildest parts of
the range. They came back convinced the
land was so special it deserves special
management.
Together, the collaborative effort
came up with a well-informed, principled and practical compromise to present
to the Forest Service. Because of the coalition behind it, the recommendation is
more likely to be supported by the Forest
Service, and perhaps someday, Congress.
I’m proud and grateful for Frank being so dedicated to the backcountry and
lending his wisdom and credibility to
BHA’s cause.
The morning after my fishing attempt, fellow BHAer Steve Thompson
and I ate a venison sausage breakfast and
hiked a 12-mile alpine loop, glassing for
bears, elk and muleys along the way. The
view from the high ridge was as stunning
as ever.
And thanks to conservation work
like that championed by BHA, that
habitat will remain rich and the views
unsullied for generations to come.
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This, All This
By Lauren Hobson

“S

ee, the thing of it is,” he says, “You have to enjoy
the journey. Can’t just want to shoot things. I’ve
gone all day in stuff like this and never seen a single bird. So you have to want to take a nice walk.”

He’s telling me this while we’re side-hilling into a draw,
my responses coming slow because I have so many other things
on my mind. My right foot keeps slipping out of my boot, they
aren’t tight enough. The ground isn’t just steep, it’s deceptive.
Rocks creep up out of the waving clumps of cheat grass and
threaten to pop an ankle at a moment’s notice. My nose hasn’t
stopped running, and now the skin underneath has turned raw.
I’m trying to keep an eye on the dog to see if he stops, but it’s
hard to watch that tricky ground and him at the same time. Still
though, I know what he means. I say that, or I say, “I guess
you’re right,” but I don’t think he can hear me. I can barely hear
him, only catching about a third of what he’s saying, which is
annoying. It’s gems like this I’m missing.
Later he says, “Hey, here’s an old adage I like to hunt by:
You think you’re alone out here, far away from anyone else?”
I look out from the side of the ridge we’re on. In front of me is
sagebrush and cheat grass, a thick spine of bluff rising to meet
the sky. The bottom of the draw is rocky and dense and tangled.
The river is out of sight, but I know if we headed back towards
where we came from, the John Day would still be there, snaking
through the canyon’s walls. I feel pretty alone.
“Well, you’re not,” he says.
“Speaking from personal experience?” I ask. He laughs,
yep. There’s no time to elaborate though, because the incessant
jingle of our German shorthair Dexter’s bell has stopped – he’s
pointing at the gnarled bunch of sagebrush in the bottom of the
draw. Dad starts to move down. I stay still, behind him, but with
a sudden burst of movement a mule deer buck comes bursting
out. He bounds away from us, up the side hill, and I’m suddenly
envious of a creature so much better suited for this environment.
I can’t quite figure out how, with those legs so spindly thin they
ought to be broken, but he bounces on anyway.
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The first hour of any hunt is the hardest. Sure, you’re
fresh, but you also haven’t gotten anywhere substantial yet.
When you’re staring up a ridge and comparing it to the Forest
Service map you checked out before you left, and it says you’ll
just work in and out of these draws and do one big up-down,
and then hike through some more until you drop back to the
road, it feels impossible. It looks impossible, too. Wouldn’t you
think that giant, undulating landscape insurmountable to mere
mortals? Doesn’t it seem like it should be that way? But here
we are, nestled into a draw, slowly but surely gaining ground.
The day started after we’d already been in the car for a
couple hours. The sun rose through the windshield, painting the
sky in so many shades of fire. The light slowly revealed the
land for the rest of the day, leaving pieces untouched until dusk
when it began its slow, meandering retreat back to the other
side. There were plenty of pockets that crunched with frost well
into the late afternoon, the cold and the shadows rendering the
light thin and insufficient. The road is about four miles long,
and cast in shadow the whole way by the canyon walls. Cold
has made the world slow down, and soon it will stand still –
the river will freeze over, the fish will sit at the bottom and
wait it out, plants will stop their push upward, the creatures will
hide, and we won’t come here. For now, the morning is new and
though it’s cold the sun can still do some work. Tall grass on
either side of us glitters diamond-like as frost melts.
After fighting through that first half hour, a nice rhythm
emerges and we settle into a pattern. Dex has gone full-on
frenetic and runs circles around us. He’s racing smells, as if he
can’t get to the next one fast enough. It’s fun to watch but tough
to hunt with – if he’s too far away and hits birds, if that scent
stops him in his tracks and we’re nowhere close, we might as
well give up on ever shooting anything. So Dad tries to rein him
in, two short blasts on the whistle to let him know he needs to
change direction, that he needs to stay closer. It works, most of
the time. They have their own language while they’re out there,
Dad knows when Dexter is actually on something or when
he’s just testing the air. Dexter will look back for Dad every
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so often, watching for his hand signals. Sometimes they work,
sometimes Dex knows something we don’t and goes after that
instead. A couple of times we watch him lock up, not move
a muscle, and for a minute the whole world tenses, creeping
forward, before the bird faces the inevitable and flies. Dexter
takes off, we swivel, gun to shoulders, and shoot. The flurry
of bird never fails to startle me, try as I might to anticipate the
explosion. It’s my Dad’s shot this time that fells the chukar, and
Dexter comes back with a mouth full of feathers, happy and
proud that they both did their jobs.
We walk for nearly twelve miles, side-hilling a lot of the
ridges, only getting tricked significantly by one turn. It forces us
into two big up-downs instead of just the one, but we’ve been out
long enough that I don’t mind. I like the simple, straightforward
exertion of putting one foot in front of another up a hill. And
today, I’m particularly grateful for my Dad’s company because
he won’t complain about the grade of the hill, about the misread
of the mountain. He’ll just keep climbing, like me – or maybe
I’ll keep climbing, like him. Nothing you say, nothing you do,
will change that ridge. So you better just get up it.
It’s worth it. There are a lot of reasons I like being in central
Oregon on a cold November morning, the promise of chukars
only one of many. The dog working, the easy companionship
of my Dad, the sagebrush scent at dawn, the cold and clear—
they’re all good reasons. But here is the real reason, the best
reason, right in front of me. Before we start the descent, I look
out over what feels like everything to me. I’m standing alone
on the ridge, a sea of golden grass below, an ocean of dazzling
blue above. The canyon stretches out in front of me, too big to
feel real. The John Day River is a deep, still U-shape through
staggeringly sheer walls, the heaving land a thousand shades of
tan. I stand rooted to the ground and let the wind blow around
me, take the breath out of my lungs, and I let all the words in
my head empty out until there’s nothing left but the canyon and
the sky and the sound of the wind to fill me.
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Lauren Hobson photo

Lauren lives and works in Portland, Oregon. She spent four
years in New Orleans during college, but missed the mountains too much to stay in the South. When she’s not writing,
Lauren enjoys rock climbing, reading, working in her garden,
and of course, hunting with her Dad. You can find more of her
writing at www.thingstotellmytherapist.com.
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environmental Allies

F

ourteen years ago, I stood in
the snow, struggling to digest
what I had heard. A group of us,
gathered to learn about monitoring and protecting wildlife habitat, had
just discovered that our instructor—Sue
Morse, founder of Keeping Track—was
a deer hunter. I found the news disturbing. How could she work to safeguard
the homes of animals she described as
“neighbors” and then turn around and
shoot one of them? I found it inconceivable that someone could be both an environmentalist and a hunter, a caretaker
and a killer.
Today, I, too, am both. I understand
that caring for animals and their ecosystems is not incompatible with participating in those systems as a predator. Yet
I recall how extreme the contradiction
once seemed. And I see how vital it is to
bridge the gap.
Wildlife conservation faces serious
challenges these days. Among other
things, the climate is changing, development continues to fragment habitat, and
many state wildlife agencies depend on
antiquated funding models. The best way
to meet these challenges is for hunter
conservationists and non-hunter environmentalists to join forces—overcoming
the mutual stereotypes and suspicions

Brad Cunningham photo

By Tovar Cerulli

that obscure their common ground.
For many environmentalists, the word
“hunter” suggests a mindless brute, an
enemy of nature who loves guns, kills for
fun, and cares nothing for biodiversity or
ecological integrity. For many hunters,
the word “environmentalist” suggests a
self-righteous tree-hugger, an enemy of
freedom who hates guns, has no respect
for hunting, and imagines nature as a
Disney-like fantasyland where humans
should not tread.
Though these stereotypes contain
grains of truth, hunters and environmentalists aren’t as separate as many imagine.
The Nature Conservancy counts many
hunters among its members and staff and
works closely with hunting-conservation
organizations. Likewise, Pheasants Forever has thousands of non-hunting members who appreciate the organization’s
work on behalf of native prairie habitats,
wetlands, butterflies and clean water.
The most avid hunters I know—including ecologists, educators, and birdwatchers—are committed to environmental causes. The most passionate
environmentalists I know—whether they
hunt or not—respect the roles played by
all predators, including humans.
Stereotypes notwithstanding, American hunters and environmentalists have
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never been distinct groups. In the late
1800s, a coalition of hunters and nonhunters sounded the alarm over the excesses of market hunting and the dangers of habitat destruction. Out of those
shared efforts came wildlife-advocacy
organizations including the National
Audubon Society and the Boone &
Crockett Club, and crucial legislation
such as the Lacey Act of 1900, which
prohibited interstate traffic in game taken in violation of state law.
When such organizations collaborate,
their combined force is powerful. In
1936, the National Wildlife Federation
emerged out of Ding Darling’s vision
of a diverse-yet-unified conservation
movement. The joint efforts of hunter
conservationists and non-hunter environmentalists were vital to passage
of the Wilderness Act of 1964, as they
have been to the modern-day designation of wilderness areas such as Idaho’s
Owyhee Canyonlands.
Such partnerships have conserved
millions of acres of wetlands across the
country, including 600 acres recently
protected along South Carolina’s Black
River. For many months, a diverse coalition pushed for the long-overdue renewal of Farm Bill funding for wildlife
habitat. The alliance currently defending Alaska’s Bristol Bay against the
proposed Pebble Mine—characterized
by the company’s CEO as a bunch of
“environmental advocacy organizations”—encompasses more than 1,000
hunting and fishing groups and businesses, including Trout Unlimited and
Backcountry Hunters & Anglers. The
list goes on.
Hunting and environmental organizations don’t always see eye to eye, of
course. Intense controversy has arisen
over wolves, for instance. Some environmental groups have argued for continued federal protection under the Endangered Species Act, often citing the
ecological value of top-level predators.
Some hunting-conservation groups have
argued for state management and public
hunting, often protesting wolves’ predation on cherished game species such as
deer and elk. Other organizations have
remained neutral. In some cases, the politicized debate has driven wedges be-
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tween longtime allies, causing rifts that will not be easily healed.
When clashes occur, it is all too easy to fall back on reductive notions about liberal, elite environmentalists and conservative, redneck hunters—the “greens” versus “the hook-and-bullet
crowd.” With partisans on both sides invoking stereotypes and
the media portraying hunters and environmentalists as opponents, it is tempting to imagine stark lines between the two.
But such divisions are too simplistic. As it turns out, many
predator-conservation advocates are hunters. My tracking instructor Sue Morse, for instance, became a hunter in her 40s
as a direct result of studying four-footed hunters. Interested in
procuring more of her own food, she was drawn to emulate the
animals she appreciated so deeply. Michael Soulé, the father of
conservation biology, is also a hunter, as were famed conservationists Aldo Leopold, Olaus Murie, and Sigurd Olson.
For hunter and non-hunter conservationists alike, there is danger in turning hunting into a polarizing issue. Both groups risk
becoming insular, and letting collaborative opportunities slip out
of reach. In the long run, ideological turf matters far less than the
ground beneath our feet—the real places and ecosystems that,
once lost, may never be restored.
Last autumn, I spent several days hunting deer on a friend’s
woodlot. Sitting quietly, I savored the forest: maples and pines
filtering the early morning light, chickadees flitting from branch
to branch, a ridge-top pool inhabited by wood frogs and spotted
salamanders. This autumn, those hundred acres belong to The
Nature Conservancy. And I will return to hunt, grateful that the
land’s future is assured.

Tovar is the author of “The Mindful Carnivore: A Vegetarian’s
Hunt for Sustenance.” As a consultant, he works to foster
understanding of diverse perspectives on hunting, wildlife,
and conservation. He lives in Vermont and is a founding
board member of the New England BHA Chapter. This essay
originally appeared on TheAtlantic.com.
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The Grass Hunter
By Ed Putnam

W

hen I began fishing for trout I took a
particular interest in bugs, because
to catch trout I had to know what
they were feeding on. It wasn’t
enough to learn how to “read” the water. I needed
to know something about the aquatic insects that
live there, where they live and their lives and life
cycles. Similarly, I started out as an elk hunter and
became something of a grass hunter. The pursuit of
one species required an education in another. This
quest for greater understanding connected me more
fully to the land. It taught me to value the small
things, to appreciate their significance in the larger
ecosystem.
But I began hunting elk like a lot of people do:
poorly. My hunting partner and I knew enough to
seek out roadless places. We focused on the northfacing slopes where the deep, dark timber provided
a cool and secure place for elk to bed. We’d wander
through these areas, stopping often to bellow loudly
through a plastic tube. Occasionally an elk would
come in for a look, but usually not close enough
for a shot. Mostly they went the other way. I didn’t
notice much in those days, owing to the fact that my
view was often obstructed
by the end of a
grunt tube.
One day I
was exploring a
backcountry mountain. I was walking through an
area where tall trees provided plenty of shade, and
noted how lush and green the grass seemed to be
there. The place looked very “elky.” There were
droppings, some pretty fresh, and depressions where
resting bodies had flattened the grass. The curious
thing though, the grass in the shady areas had hardly
been eaten. When I went over to the south side of
the mountain where the sun had baked the grass into
brittle dry stalks, I found that much of it had been
clipped neatly off. Why, I wondered did elk prefer
the grass in one place over the grass in another?
Whatever the case, I began to pay more attention
to the vegetation. I began to slow down. I put the
12						

calls away and tried to be as quiet as possible. I tried to
find the places elk preferred to feed. I thought I could get
close to the them more easily if they were up and moving
so I started hunting where they fed, rather than where
they bed. I tried to learn more about elk by becoming
familiar with open country vegetation, the bunchgrasses,
rabbit brush, sage, bitter brush and mountain mahogany.
And when I did, an interesting thing happened: I began to
see more elk. I found I could often spot them first, watch
them feed, observe their behavior and, if wind and luck
were with me, get a shot.
It was this intimacy with the land that made me see
elk as more than just a goal to achieve by the end of the
season. I saw them as part of the land, another of the
many organisms that grew from it. I couldn’t care for the
health of one without caring for the health of the other.
One September day, I was hunting a hillside of
mixed mahogany and
juniper when I
noticed
something
peculiar. All the
living

mahogany
trees seemed to be of
a uniform size and age,
whereas the juniper seemed to
be of varying ages, including many
small shrub size trees. There were no
young mahogany trees, only juniper.
When I arrived back in camp, I said to my
hunting partner, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen any
baby mahogany on this mountain. Have you?”
He thought a moment and said, “Huh. You
know, I don’t think I have either.”
Elk browse on mahogany. The dense thickets
provide food, shade and security on the sunny,
south-facing slopes and ridges of our backcountry
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They’d laid
the larder bare
and
disappeared
from the scene of
the crime, leaving behind
more than enough evidence to
make a case against them.
To the uninitiated, an overgrazed landscape
doesn’t look very different from the way it did
when elk were plentiful. But a grass hunter sees from
the perspective of the animal he hunts. He evaluates
a landscape on its abundance of good, nutritious,
high calorie forage. It didn’t take a botanist to see
that all the palatable grasses had been eaten, and the
unpalatable ones left untouched. It was mid-September
and the morning air did not ring with the sound of
bugling bulls. We had a two week supply of food and
Backcountry Journal, Fall 2014		
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mountain. Their decline could indicate a broader
decline in the overall health of the habitat. So it became
something of a mystery and more than a little concern.
What, we wondered, was happening to the mahogany?
Of course we had our suspects, the water guzzling
juniper chief among them. Our decades long policy of
fighting forest fires has inadvertently allowed this hearty
species to over-exploit its environment. It’s had an effect
on native grasses by lowering the water table, increasing
shade and forest litter, and introducing chemical
inhibitors into the soil to discourage other plants from
taking root–a phenomenon called allelopathy. So it isn’t
a stretch to implicate juniper in the decline of mahogany
as well.
There was also the possibility that the young trees
were being over-browsed by cattle (and elk for that
matter).Two years ago my hunting partner and I went to
some trouble and expense to have horses haul our camp
into
this same rugged backcountry wilderness for
a two-week hunt. By the second day of our
adventure it was clear that there
were no elk on the mountain, nor
would there be any time soon.
Cattle had been in there
over the summer.

equipment, and no horses. It took each of us several
trips to get it all back down the mountain.
The grass hunter is not a purist. He doesn’t mind
a few cattle in the backcountry so long as they take a
bite of grass here and there and move on. Nor does
he need to revel in the scenery of a pristine forest.
He needs only enough trees as a healthy population
of elk needs, and prefers the rest of them the way
he prefers his coffee: Black. He loves fire, because
it opens the canopy and burns forest litter. It lets
sunlight reach the understory, which nourishes new
growth, which nourishes wildlife, which nourishes
the hunter.
A few years ago there was a thinning project
on that backcountry mountain. Hundreds of juniper
were cut and left to bleach in the hot sun. According
to the forest ranger, they received more than a little
criticism for destroying so many “beautiful” trees.
The controversy underscores the dysfunction in
some contemporary environmental thinking, where
beauty and our love of trees are given more value
than the environment’s need for habitat and the things
that sustain diversity. We’re still struggling with
the question of whether nature is better governed
by well-intentioned but misguided spectators, or
the people who live close to the land,
who hunt or fish and otherwise support
managed ecosystems.
It is my hope that more hunters will
begin to view themselves as the latter; that they’ll
put down the binoculars and bugles, and look more
closely at what’s growing in the places where they
hunt. Rather than pressure the Fish and Game Dept.
to produce more animals, I hope they’ll get involved
with issues like supporting forest thinning, battling
invasive species or reducing road densities.
I’ve lost some of the places I used to hunt earlier
in life because the habitat will no longer support elk.
I don’t want to see that happen to our backcountry
mountain. I’m looking forward to the day when I
can arrive in camp with a bloody arrow because
the country had not been overgrazed and the dense
stands of juniper that had been pushed back by fire
or saw have been replaced with grassy meadows. I
want to be able to say to my hunting partner as we
are packing out the meat, “Oh yeah, and by the way,
up on the ridge, the mahogany are coming back.”

CHAPTER
NEWS
Boots on the
Ground, Paddles
in the Water
Colorado
Don Holmstrom and Melinda
Miller are CO BHA’s newest Life Members. Don is a long-time chapter Habitat
Watchman volunteer for the Arapaho
National Forest and Melinda is Chief of
Curriculum for the Center for Character
& Leadership Development at the Air
Force Academy. Larry Amos is Colorado
BHA’s newest Habitat Watchman volunteer, working at the White River National Forest. Larry stays busy running
Winterhawk Outfitters (since 1982) and
takes over 200 guests elk, deer and lion
hunting in the Flat Tops Wilderness every year. Thanks to all three! The chapter
also submitted grazing comments for the
Gunnison Gorge and San Juan National
Forest and continues building sportsmen’s support for habitat protection legislation in Gunnison County spearheaded
by U.S. Senator Michael Bennet. The
chapter also hosted Hunting Film Tour
events in Gunnison and Montrose.
British Columbia
BC BHA received an initial response to their May letter regarding the
use of unmanned aerial vehicles from
the Minister of Forests, Lands and Natural Resource Operations. The Honourable Minister Steve Thomson indicated
a thorough and comprehensive response
is necessary and has asked ministry staff
to compile the necessary information for
his review. Two other Canadian provinces, Saskatchewan and Manitoba, recently
banned drones for the purpose of hunting
in order to get ahead of the technology.

It is encouraging to see this movement
growing in Canada.
BC BHA chair Bill Hanlon was recently interviewed by a local newspaper in
Cranbrook for their annual Hunting and
Outdoors supplement, which goes out to
30,000 households in the East Kootenay.
This interview was an opportunity to lay
the foundation for what BHA stands for,
what issues and projects they intend to
tackle and how to join the growing chapter. A special congratulations and thank
you to Mike O’Neill of Smithers for becoming the first Canadian to become a
Life Member of BHA.
Idaho
The big news from the Idaho Chapter is that Co-chair Blake Fischer has
been selected by Governor Otter to serve
as a Fish and Game Commissioner. Congratulations Blake! Unfortunately for the
Idaho Chapter, this means that Blake will
be stepping down as the Idaho Chapter
Co-Chair in the Boise area. Blake has
been an active leader of the Idaho Chapter since its inception and was crucial to
the success of the Second Annual BHA
Rendezvous held in Boise. We will miss
his leadership. Ian Malepeai will replace
Blake as the Chapter Co-Chair in Boise.
The chapter recently submitted comments to the BLM on their planning
process revision, encouraging them to
consider the impacts to wildlife as one
of the key components to management
plans. They also submitted comments to
the USFS on their over-the-snow travel
proposals. The Idaho Chapter is heavily
engaged in the proposal to transfer public
lands to the State, and look forward to the
day that this plan is put to rest.
Minnesota
The second annual Minnesota BHA
Rendezvous was held the weekend of
Aug. 15-17 in Whitewater State Park. The
festivities included fly fishing, traditional
bow shooting, elk burgers with chanterelle mushrooms and a tour of the nearby
farm that Jim Vagts manages (with significant CRP acreage) for whitetail deer/
turkey habitat along with growing corn.
Thanks Jim! Don’t forget to mark your
calendars for the 2015 Rendezvous, same
place, same weekend.
The chapter had a table at the Hunting
Film Tour in Minneapolis on Wed, Sept.
3, at the Parkway Theater. A big thanks
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to Erik, along with Mark Nordquist and
Will Jenkins, for teaching/serving as
mentors at an adult beginners’ deer hunting class, offered in conjunction with
Minnesota DNR, that will culminate in a
November deer hunt.
Montana
Co-Chair Greg Munther and TRCP
biologist Ed Arnett co-authored a sage
grouse conservation op-ed which, thanks
to board members, ran in Kalispell, Billings, Helena, Bozeman and Missoula
newspapers.
MT BHA submitted a letter to the
Montana Environmental Quality Council
objecting to the HJ15 attack on federal
lands and advocating transfer of federal
lands to state control.
Members participated in national web
call-in and wrote in support of eliminating domestic sheep from the Sheep
Experiment Station along the IdahoMontana state line in the Centennial
Mountains. Domestic sheep can transmit
fatal diseases to bighorn sheep, precluding bighorn reestablishment in the Centennials.
The chapter participated in a round
table discussion with US Senator Jon
Tester on the value of public lands. MT
BHA spoke about why public lands are
an economic generator.
MT BHA participated in a Forest Service open house and wrote a follow-up
letter opposing Idaho Forest Service
proposal to open three state line areas to
snowmobiling in the Great Burn Wilderness that threaten mountain goats on both
sides of the state line.
Welcome new Board Members Andrew Jakovac, Christian Appel and Hannah Ryan. Bozeman and Missoula Hunting Film Tours and the Big Sky Archery
Shoot resulted in 60 new members, taking the chapter to over 350 members.
Nevada
This last quarter has continued to
be a very busy one for NV BHA, filled
with activities related to the sage grouse
issue: bi-weekly meetings with the Wildlife Coalition, weekly conference calls
with the conservation coalition, meetings
with staff of Senators Reid and Heller on
their draft Sagebrush Landscape Conservation and Economic Development bill,
and submitting detailed comments on the
Reid-Heller bill draft.
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A productive multi-issue meeting with
our Wildlife Dept. director and the chief
warden gave useful ideas how to proceed
with issue of non human-operated trigger
mechanisms, public education about existing regulations on drones, shed antler
collection, motor trespass in wilderness
areas and more.
The chapter participated in a RMEF/
WSF family day event geared toward
getting kids into the outdoors and carrying on sporting traditions. NV BHA
had a hands-on tent set-up activity that
proved the durability of an old Kelty
backpack tent during scores of set-ups
and take-down by kids of all ages. Their
two muzzleloaders drew lots of attention
and questions. A display about Nevada’s
public lands and our Sportsman’s Pledge
elicited conversation about people’s favorite Nevada wild places.
New Mexico
In preparation for New Mexico’s
next legislative session (Jan. 2015) and
pending federal legislation, NM BHA
has been educating sportsmen on recent
efforts by elected officials in New Mexico and nationwide to sell off our public
lands or transfer ownership to states. This
is in response to a well organized corporate campaign gaining traction in many
western states. For the past three years,
NM BHA has helped kill state legislation
directed toward the State of New Mexico
taking control of federal public lands.
Recently, NM BHA has been assessing
which federal public lands in the Cibola,
Santa Fe and Carson National Forests
have wilderness-quality lands and should
be administratively protected under the
2012 Forest Planning Rule. They have
also been evaluating which lands should
be designated and/or protected as special
management areas to preserve quality
hunting and fishing areas. The new rule
allows citizens to propose special designation and wilderness areas.
New England
The New England Chapter’s June
board meeting occurred during a backcountry trip. While fishing remote Maine
ponds, board members participated in the
Brook Trout Pond Survey, a joint project
of Trout Unlimited and Maine Audubon.
In Vermont, despite a slight delay due to
a minor definitional change, this autumn
the chapter expects to see final authoriza-

Eric Nuse photo
The New England chapter’s board members held their June board meeting in canoes rather than a conference
room. Michael Verville and Robert Bryan, above, participated in the Brook Trout Pond Survey in Maine.
tion of a ban on using aircraft and drones
to locate, harass or take wild animals. In
September, the New England board plans
to have a booth at L.L. Bean’s Hunting
Expo in Freeport, Maine. The expo will
include BHA-sponsored film showings.
Board members are monitoring the
proposed rebuilding of Flat Mountain
Pond Dam in New Hampshire’s Sandwich Range Wilderness. Board member
Corey Ellis recently volunteered with the
Nature Conservancy and New Hampshire Fish & Game, doing electro-fishing
in a proposed conservation area. The
New England chapter has also begun collaborating with the New York and Pennsylvania chapters, holding joint regional
conference calls and drafting a BHA brochure customized for the East.
New York
The New York State Chapter is also
working with other regional chapters in
Pennsylvania and New England on ways
to help craft BHA’s message for an eastern audience. Targeting ways to effectively deliver the message – that public
hunting and fishing ultimately depends
upon habitat preservation and restoration – remains a central focus. Current
directions include exploring how best to
proceed with developing plans that establish an annual BHA Eastern Rendezvous,
developing a BHA Eastern brochure, and
providing regional-specific materials for
Backcountry Journal.
NY BHA is also committed to lending
support in pushing back against sentiments growing in some statehouses and
the U.S. Congress that seek to diminish
the cherished legacy of our federal public lands. Regardless of their location, as
Americans, we all fund federal lands and
we recognize the obligation to ensure
their integrity for future generations.
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Oregon
The Oregon Chapter has signed on
to a far-reaching conservation project
entitled “Pathway to the Pacific.” This
project will be the cornerstone of a Land
& Water Conservation Fund proposal for
2016. It encompasses the purchase of
over 30,000 acres of pristine land from
the headwaters of the John Day River
to the Pacific Ocean and helps conserve
habitat throughout the Columbia River
system. There are approximately 20 sites
for potential acquisition that would increase hunter/angler access along this
nearly 300-mile route to the Pacific. The
chapter will be actively engaged in this
discussion in all media and has sent a letter of support to Secretary of the Interior
Sally Jewell.
The chapter is working to conserve
10,000 acres on the lower Deschutes
River. This stretch of land near Oak Canyon contains abundant bighorn and mule
deer populations as well as rich upland
bird hunting. The river is seeing record
returns of Chinook salmon and steelhead
this year. The acreage would be managed by the Oregon Department of Fish
and Wildlife once transitioned to public
ownership. There would be only nonmotorized access from the above the canyon and from the river. Once completed,
the purchase would provide a seamless
boundary to vast BLM lands and connect
nearly 25,000 acres of public lands for
hunters and anglers.
The OR Chapter was proactive in helping conserve elk habitat in the Ochoco
and Wallowa-Whitman National Forests
where new ATV trails are being proposed. The chapter sent over a half-dozen
op-eds to area newspapers and produced
two widely viewed videos on the adverse
impacts from ATV abuse.
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Elk

Among the Wolves

Story and Photos by Jared Lampton

W

e sat on top of the ridge, waiting for some indication that the elk were indeed where we expected
them to be. Suddenly, a lonely wolf howl rang
out in the still mountain air. This was not what
we were hoping for. Each year we have very limited time to hunt
elk and even less time to scout, therefore success boils down to
relying on past experience, hard work and a lot of luck. The realization that wolves were now hunting my favorite elk hunting
grounds was not a welcome one.
It was the night before opening day of the Montana archery
season and my friend Dan and I had made the 2,300-foot climb
with four days worth of backpack hunting gear to a small bench
on an open ridge overlooking two promising alpine basins. We
hoped to locate some elk that evening but glassing until dark revealed nothing. We had low expectations for the days to come as
we looked up at the stars and listened to the wolves howling in
the distance. That lonely sound imparted an eerie and untamed
feel to the night like none I have ever experienced.
The morning broke clear and cool. At first light we were out
of our sleeping bags and glassing the basins, hoping the wolves
hadn’t chased all the elk out of the area. To our surprise, we heard
a very faint bugle and soon spotted two young bulls and some
cows and calves in the basin to the west. They were on the move
in the opposite direction we intended to go, so we decided to let
them be. We spent the rest of the day trying to locate some elk
by calling and scouring the landscape with binoculars. The few
elk we spotted were on the move, keeping their vocalizations to
a minimum.
In an effort to hunt new ground the next morning, we traversed

across a large open basin to get to a nice bench on top of
the divide where we could camp. The terrain was very steep
and covered in bear grass which made sure footing difficult
to maintain. Hustling across the basin with 40-pound packs
for an hour and a half proved to be exhausting. After some
twilight glassing and a quick freeze-dried meal we settled in
to recharge for the next day.
The first sound that rang out early the next morning again
wasn’t what we were hoping for. The wolves were in the
same place we heard them the first evening. That morning
we hunted the ridgeline and basin adjacent to where the
wolves were and what we found was not surprising. All the
game trails and wallows were covered with elk tracks, which
were covered in wolf tracks. It seemed all the elk had been
chased out of that area and we were probably only a day or
two too late. During a mid-morning break, we were glassing
avalanche chutes and brush fields across a major drainage
to our south and spotted a light-colored elk feeding in the
shade on a brushy north slope. Although a long ways away,
there was little doubt in our minds that it was a bull and we
decided to hike over there.
On our way across the top end of the drainage, we noticed quite a few fresh elk tracks in the game trails headed in
that direction. It occurred to me that we were now covering
the elk tracks with our boot tracks. Where the wolves left
off, another predator had picked up the pursuit. We made
our way into the back of the drainage and discovered good
water and a shady place to spend the heat of the day. We
watered up, rested and discussed the plan for the evening

until around 5 p.m. A massive game trail, etched into the ground
from many decades of animal travel, intersected the creek and
we followed it around through huckleberry brush and old growth
timber into a large avalanche chute. I cow called as we cautiously
followed the trail to the edge of the chute. We were getting close
to the area where the bull was earlier that morning. As we came
out into the open I spotted a bull across the chute from us on a
sparsely-timbered hillside. His gaze was locked on our position.
He was about 200 yards away but we froze until we noticed him
moving in our direction. We scrambled to get set up, guessing
he heard our calling and was sneaking in on us. It had been a
somewhat blustery day and the wind was by no means ideal for
a close encounter with an elk. But we had no choice at that point
and within a few minutes the bull was within 60 yards. I caught a
brief glimpse as he passed through an opening in the patchwork
of alder and sub-alpine fir at close range before he disappeared.
We assumed he winded us. The bull never made a sound so we
never would have known he was there until it was too late.
We continued through the avalanche chute following another
entrenched game trail to a timbered ridge separating two major drainages. Near evening, it was time to start thinking about
where we might bed down for the night. We found a suitable flat
place and dropped our packs. As we discussed what to do next,
we heard a faint bugle below us somewhere slightly off the ridge.
It didn’t sound very close but we decided to drop down and call
to get a better idea of the bull’s location. The bull would occasionally answer our calls but he was keeping his distance. We
were about to back out and leave the him until morning when
we heard something coming in. Soon, through the thick trees, I

caught sight of antler tips bobbing around as a different bull
slowly approached from below. It was a young rag horn, presumably a satellite bull sneaking in silently. As soon as I saw
the direction he was coming from I knew there would not be
a shot opportunity unless he got really close and by that time
he would be near our wind stream. We remained quiet and
still as the curious elk got closer and closer. Finally, I realized that it just might happen when he went behind a wall
of vegetation which gave me the opportunity to draw. When
he stepped out at 10 yards I sent an arrow just over the top
of the chest-high brush and through his lungs. He spun and
trotted back down the hill, then bedded about 30 yards away.
We watched him through our binoculars for a few minutes as
he expired. We cautiously approached the downed elk just to
make sure he was in fact dead then raced back up the ridge
to get our packs.
It was about 7:30 p.m. when we started butchering. By
10:30, the animal was totally boned out and the meat hanging in game bags in the cool night air. In the interest of getting all the meat out as soon as possible, we decided to pack
our gear and half of the meat off the mountain that night. It
was a long, steep bushwhack in the dark back to the trailhead
where we had started two days earlier. We rolled in around
1:30 a.m., exhausted from an especially long day. We had
been too busy to stop to eat dinner so we were starving. After
wolfing down some snack food and unloading our packs to
expose the still cooling meat to the air, we crashed in my
truck for the rest of the night.

grunt very close and
just off to our right.
I got out my call
and walked off to
my left, putting Dan
between me and the
elk. I let out a few
cow calls and immediately I heard the
bull coming toward
Dan. The bull only
made a few grunting and whining
noises as he crashed
through the brush. A
few seconds later I
Wolf prints on elk prints. We are not the only hunters on the landscape. heard Dan’s bow go
off and the elk crash
Daylight came before we stirred but
away
through
the
brush.
soon we were up and moving. With a little
Dan said he thought the shot looked
coffee and some food we drove around to
good
but we wanted to give the elk some
another trailhead only a few miles away
time
so
we decided to continue up to get
where we had left Dan’s pickup. We had
the
rest
of
my elk, then return to look for
about a 2,800-foot off-trail climb to get
blood.
We
retrieved the last two bags of
to the kill site and soon it became apmeat
and
the
antlers from my elk and
parent that our legs were not adequately
headed
back
down
to where Dan had
recovered from the day before. Well in
taken
the
shot.
We
found some tracks
to our climb, we suddenly heard an elk
where the bull had run away and eventu-
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ally found the arrow. It was obvious that
Dan had missed his mark. Judging from
the path the arrow took, I suggested that
perhaps an alder branch had deflected his
arrow just before it reached the elk. We
were both disappointed but also somewhat relieved to not have another elk to
pack off the mountain.
As we limped our way down through
the mess of blow-down and brush, I realized that despite having to contend with a
pack of wolves chasing the elk around, it
had been one of the best hunts of my life.
In three days we had seen several bulls,
called in three and killed one. It wasn’t
my biggest bull but definitely among the
most memorable. What made it memorable, besides the beautiful scenery, the adventure of a backpack hunt and the effort
we put into it, was a sense that the wilderness was just a little more wild this time.
The presence of wolves added an intangible quality to the experience that somehow made the hunt feel more authentic.
We were not hunting cattle. These elk
weren’t leisurely moving through their
habitat with uninterrupted feeding, bedding and rutting routines. They had been
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pursued, disturbed and were more alert and seemingly less willing to vocalize and
give up their location. I hope this is how elk hunting will always be; never a guarantee of success but rich in opportunity and adventure. Despite my reservations about
having wolves hunting the elk I like to hunt, I’m glad they are back. Was the elk
hunting better before wolves? Yes. Absolutely without question it used to be better
in the areas I hunt. However, I believe that elk hunters can find a silver lining within
the wolf situation. I’m thankful we still have large chunks of wild ground where
predator and prey can interact in the same way they did centuries ago.
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The Unexpected
Can Be pleasant
I

How to enjoy a survival situation
Story and Photos by jim dellinger

left camp before dawn. A cold, November wind was
rising, carrying ice and snow. It was the second-to-last
day of rifle season and visions of antlers had stirred my
fitful sleep the night prior. With a fresh tracking snow
beneath my boots I felt good about the coming day as I quietly
climbed the slope to the ridge top. Leaves rattled ominously
as they clung to tree limbs, a battle they would soon lose. This
was our fourth day in deer camp and my first year hunting
alone, finally of age and mind to convince my Grandfather
I was ready. My excitement and enthusiasm could not be
deterred by weather or mountain. Rather, both intensified the
experience.
The rugged Appalachian Mountains spread out all about me,
jutting stone and old growth trees, steep and rugged terrain.
This was wilderness and it sang within me as I put one foot in
front of the other, climbing upward. Like a sailor to a siren’s
call, I couldn’t resist the urge to go farther, deeper into the
unknown. My lungs and cheeks burned from exertion, the
bitter wind and frozen precipitation couldn’t suppress the grin
that grew across my face. A sense of freedom swelled in my
chest.
The buck track was very large and very clear. The crisp
edges told me it was mere hours old at most. I scanned ahead,
my eyes following the prints into the mountain laurel. The
track dipped down the side of the mountain then cut to the
right – he was following the ridge but below the top, probably
scent checking a line I had not seen.
With the excitement of a young man on his first buck I
followed. I lost track of time and space as my imagination
took their place. Hours later I caught the first glimpse of
him as he stood looking back in my direction. I saw antlers
and little else. More than one hundred yards away I tried to
make out the mass of points and couldn’t. With the deer’s
chest obscured and no shot possible, I watched and waited.
He moved, I moved, heart pounding, adrenalin pumping, still
no shot. We played this cat and mouse game for a period of
indeterminate time. I wasn’t paying attention to direction,
weather, or the sun that hid behind steel grey skies. I simply
followed, my instincts pitted to his, the razor’s edge of

predator and prey relationship, a story from before written
history. Nothing existed but him and me.
When I finally came to my senses in the waning twilight,
I was startled to realize how far I was from anything
recognizable. My mind raced over a multitude of errors. Camp
was far away in an unknown direction, light was failing and
snow was falling, I had little to no resources and no good plan
on what to do. It didn’t take long for me to forget the buck; I
was in a dangerous predicament.
I had a match box, a rifle, and a paper sack with a peanut
butter sandwich and an apple in it. As the darkness drew about
me I knew I would not walk my way back before nightfall.
The rate that the snow was falling I wasn’t sure I’d be able to
follow my own tracks and I’d walked all day long to get to
where I was. No, returning to camp wasn’t going to happen.
I looked about, spied an old monarch of a spruce tree. I
gathered some dry twigs and sticks and managed to get a fire
going after several attempts. The warming glow was soothing
and the icy grip of fear and uncertainty loosened. I kept adding
fuel, the fire growing larger until I warmed and dried out
completely. Long into the night I continued to gather more
wood until I had a generous pile. I noticed that I was clumsy,
dragging my feet, tired and without energy. I consumed the
sandwich and the apple. I ate snow in an unsuccessful attempt
to quench my thirst.The night wore on. I fought the dark and
the cold with fire throughout, fear of being found curled in a
frozen ball keeping me awake.
That was 28 years ago this coming winter, in a place very
far from where I now make my home. It was a hard-learned
lesson and one I will never forget. I didn’t lose any toes or
fingers and, while my pride took a heck of a shot, I lived
through it. These days, it isn’t uncommon for me to strike
out during hunting season or even scouting season from a
base camp with no intention of coming back that day. Over
the years I’ve gained some wisdom and found some pieces
of kit that make this sort of event far more comfortable, even
enjoyable. Here’s what I now carry with me hunting to make
sure an unexpected night in the woods can still be pleasant.

Jim, his wife and five children make their home in a northern, remote region of Minnesota where wolves, bears, moose, deer and
the great northern wilderness areas keep them company. He joined BHA in 2009.
Want to learn more? Check out our video series “Backcountry College” with Clay Hayes at
backcountryhunters.org/index.php/skills/backcountry-college
Subscribe to the YouTube channel to catch new episodes!
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Shelter

Shelter can come in the form of a space
blanket, a bivy shelter, or a tarp. I’ve found that
a combination of an ultra-light tarp with a ultralight bivy gives you the best of both worlds: dry
and warm as well as protection from insects. I
use a UL 10x7 Multicam Tarp from Buschcraft
Outfitters over a six ounce bivy with bug screen
from Titanium Goat. Between these two products
I have a combined weight of approximately 18
ounces, small in-pack size yet they deliver 70
square feet of coverage.

Fire

Having multiple ways to start a fire is a good
thing. It doesn’t hurt to have the skills to build fires
without a lighter or matches, but for our purposes
we want fire as fast as possible with the most
reliable means available. I carry three means: a
lighter, matches and a ferro rod.
Any type of lighter will work, but the disposable,
Bic-style lighters are more prone to getting wet
and/or rusty than more expensive waterproof
models. Matches are great if you use a waterproof
container to keep them safe. The Hurricane
Matches are my choice. You can purchase ferro
rods in blanks or as complete kits. I prefer to buy
blanks and make my own sparking tools.

Energy

We all know we’re not going to starve to
death in 24 or 48 hours but we often forget
that without caloric energy we become sloppy,
clumsy, uncoordinated and our cognitive
reasoning can be impacted. Our bodies are
used to operating on a certain amount of
calories. Remove them, introduce heavy
physical activity and it doesn’t take long to
feel the impact. I have a simple rule: one
ounce must equal one hundred calories.
Usually the best solution is energy bars. I
like Cliff Bars, especially White Chocolate
Macadamia Nut, at 2.4 ounces and 260
calories.

Hydration

Likely the single heaviest thing one carries,
water simply doesn’t come in an ultra light
form. But what you carry it in does. From
bladders to canteens to water bottles, there are
a number of ways to carry H2O. I prefer to use
a titanium cup and canteen setup and, because
it also doubles as my cook kit, it gives me the
ability to boil water on the spot and not carry
other pieces of equipment.

FACES OF
BHA
BY Sam Lungren

Dustin Feher

Secretary and Treasurer
of Pennsylvania BHA
BHA: How did you get started hunting and fishing?
Dustin: When I was twelve years old
my uncle took me to a hunter safety
course at a gun club near our house. I
started hunting that same year. That was
also the first year we went fishing for
the opening day of trout and I also got
involved in the Junior Olympics archery
development program. That same year
we traveled to northern Ontario for a
seven-day backcountry canoe trip fishing
for smallmouth, walleyes and northern
pike. That was pretty much the beginning
of the end. I’ve traveled every year since
on a hunting or fishing trip all over the
United States and parts of Canada. I’m a
little spoiled.
Why did you join Backcountry
Hunters & Anglers?
I’ve always been a backcountry guy
and I’d never really found an organization that paralleled my beliefs as far as
wilderness areas, roadless access, stuff
like that. Then over the past three years
reading their posts about it, it’s really just
a perfect fit for me. It’s an organization
that wasn’t going to build big monuments to themselves. It’s a grassroots
organization that really focuses on the
same kind of things I focus on when I go
in the backcountry. It’s just a perfect fit
for something I wanted to contribute time
and money to.
What’s you favorite method of
hunting?
Traditional archery. It’s not my most
successful, but I’ve shot recurves since

“I’ve always been a backcountry guy and I’d never really found an organization that paralleled my
beliefs as far as wilderness areas and roadless access.” -Dustin Feher
I was twelve and I have wavered for a
few years hunting with a compound, but
the past five or six years I’ve really tried
to focus on traditional hunting. And the
same way my hunting’s gone, I’ve kind
of evolved the same way. It’s more about
the trips and the experience than killing.
I’ve gone some pretty wild adventures
over the past few years and not killed
anything but they’re not trips I would
trade for anything. I would rather try to
get in to 15 yards and kill something with
my recurve than shoot an elk at sixty
yards with my compound. My focus has
changed I guess.
What’s your dream trip?
I went to Alaska last year for the first
time and we did a pretty remote backcountry trip on Etolin Island and after experiencing Alaska, I think my main focus
for adventure travel is going to be Alaska. So I would have to say Dall sheep in
Alaska with my recurve.
In your opinion, what is the biggest
threat to hunting and angling opportunity in Pennsylvania?
To be very specific, it’s probably the
attack on natural resources with fracking and gas wells and everything else.
It’s a billion dollar industry that’s just
swarming our state right now and you
can’t blame people for selling the mineral rights. The game commission in
Pennsylvania sold or leased a bunch of
property to have wells established with

24							

pretty detrimental effects as far as access
goes for hunters to hunt. In Pennsylvania most of the best hunting for whitetails is on private property. So the public
land that is available is important for us
to keep accessible, making sure people
doing the gas wells are not blocking access or ruining habitat. It’s a pretty complicated problem we have here because
there is no regulation at all for those. The
only regulation is having the mineral
rights and once they lease the mineral
rights they can do whatever the heck they
want. Pennsylvania is a pin cushion for
gas wells right now. And there’s literally
billions of dollars involved so it’s going to be an uphill battle. We are barely
scratching the surface. We just started to
make contacts with people but theres just
so much money involved its going to be
really hard to make any headway.
The ship has already sailed, they’re
going to drill. So we’re starting to get
more active involving our partners to
help make sure they’re having minimal
impacts on the habitat, that they’re not
polluting streams that have native trout in
them, make sure they’re leaving access
for hunters. It can be a little intimidating when you go to the state game land
and theres all these gates put up by the
oil companies to protect their wells. Even
though you have the right to access the
property you might have to walk around
a gate or walk past a gas well.
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BY Sam Lungren

Build Your
Own Slingshot!

Y

ou might not be big enough to
hold Dad’s rifle or draw back
Mom’s bow, but that doesn’t
mean you aren’t big enough to
learn how to hunt! Wolf pups and mountain lion kittens start learning as soon as
they can get out of the den. Walking quietly, stalking game and making accurate
shots are skills a human hunter develops
throughout his or her entire life. A slingshot is a cheap, easy way to learn how to
hunt even before you can take a hunter’s
certification course. Make one and learn
how to shoot it so you can be ready to
tag along with your parents in the woods
this fall!
A basic slingshot is made up of three
pieces: a forked stick, a pouch and two
straps of rubber or elastic material. The
first step is finding a good stick. Look for
a branch, fallen limb, piece of driftwood
or deer antler that looks like a capital letter ‘Y’. The straighter the legs are, the
better. Saw the bottom leg of the Y about
four to six inches below the fork – about
the length of your fist. This will be the
handle. Then, cut the top two legs of the
Y at the same length about three inches
above fork. Peel off the bark, sand it
down to get rid of splinters and it should
start looking like a slingshot!
Next, make your pouch. This will hold
the rock, ball or marble as you draw back
to shoot. Cut a piece of leather or rubber
into a four-inch by one-inch rectangle,
cut off the corners, then punch holes
through the long ends.
After that, you’re ready to make the
straps. You can use surgical tubing,

But remember, only shoot your new
slingshot outdoors away from windows,
pets, brothers and sisters! Know your
target and what is behind it before you
draw back. When you’re good enough,
ask your parents when the season starts
for grouse, rabbits, gophers and squirrels,
or if you can come next time they go deer
hunting. To be more accurate, you can
buy small steel balls from any sporting
goods store, or purchase a Wrist Rocketstyle slingshot for more power.
It wasn’t too long ago that I was tagging along behind my dad, carrying a
slingshot for rabbits while he toted a rifle
looking for deer. Now I’m big enough to
carry both my dad and his rifle, but I still
have that slingshot in my backpack just
in case!
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Kid’s
Corner

strong rubber bands or cut strips out of an
old tire inner tube. This is the tricky part.
You want your straps to long enough to
stretch out tight about the length of your
arm for aiming. Start by cutting them
at exactly the same length, at about six
inches long and readjust as needed.
Now it’s time to put it all together! Securely tie one of your straps to the end of
both top legs of the Y. It helps to make
notches or holes at the ends of the stick.
You can wrap your knots with dental
floss to make sure they don’t come apart.
Then tie the other ends of your straps to
the holes you cut in your pouch. Make
sure your knots are secure but most importantly make sure your straps are exactly the same length if you want your
slingshot to shoot straight!
Now you should
be ready to test out
your new slingshot!
Grab a pocketful of
small gravel, marbles
or steel balls, a few
empty cans for targets
and find a fencepost to
set them up on. Make
sure there are only
trees, bushes or an
open field behind your
target, nothing alive
or breakable. Take
ten steps backward.
Place your shot in the
pouch and pinch it in
there between your
thumb and the outside of your forefinger.
Straighten your sling
arm and pull back on
the pouch. With your
stronger eye, look
down the stretched
slingshot. Aim the
pouch so it covers the
can and place the forks
of the stick so they are
on either side of your
target, like the can is
sitting in the cup of
the Y. Then let go! If
you don’t hit it, don’t
worry. Keep practicing
and you’ll be a sharpshooter in time for
hunting season.

Getting Close
the long-range fallacy

W

hen I was a kid back in
the ’60s, I used to spend
my weekends fishing at
Murrow Park in Pawling,
NY. The park’s pond, which was situated
in the middle of a gorgeous meadow,
had a sandy beach at one end. The deepest spot, out near the middle, was all of
fifteen feet deep. Every April our local
hatchery truck would pull up and stock
thousands of trout, creating an oversized
version of “fish in a barrel.” A week or
two later, the town’s youngsters would
arrive for the annual Kid’s Fishing
Derby. We all wanted to win the Lions
Club trophy for biggest fish.
I never won the Derby, though I
sure put my time in. I fished that pond
as long and hard as the rules allowed,
and I always blamed my failure on the
fact that I couldn’t reach the cool, deep
water out in the middle. The kids who
were lucky enough to have open-faced
spinning reels and fancy rods could cast
further, and they always seemed to do
better than those of us relegated to the
waters near the bank.
Little did I know that this one particular lesson - something akin to the grass
is always greener on the other side of the
fence – would mess up my hunting and
fishing for years.
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By Todd Tanner

Our society teaches us that further
is always better. A forty foot putt
that drops into the hole is incredible. A two foot putt - well, anybody
can do that. It’s the same thing
with home runs, three pointers and
touchdown passes. We’re always
rooting for the 60-yard Hail Mary
that settles into the receiver’s hands
at the goal line. Those are feats of
skill, displays of power and talent so
extraordinary that they separate the
stars from the also-rans. And who
doesn’t want to be a star?

The reason many people rely
on a long-distance approach
is because they don’t have the
necessary skills to get in close
Unfortunately, this “further is better” mentality has spent the last few
decades creeping into our hunting
and fishing. We admire the guy who
can drop an elk with one shot at 400
yards, or who can throw an entire fly
line, or who can crank his bow up
to 320 f.p.s. and arrow a whitetail at
57 paces.
Many of us equate skill with a
rod or a gun with prowess in the
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field. We’ve convinced ourselves that
someone who’s a great shot must also
be a great hunter, and someone who’s
a marvelous caster must be an incredible fisherman. Yet we rarely take into
account that our sporting pursuits are
not simplistic, one dimensional activities but rather the marriage of all the
skill, knowledge, passion, intuition and
experience we can muster.
Having the ability to make that long
shot or long cast is a wonderful thing,
assuming that it’s part of our tool kit; the
set of diverse skills that we’ve developed over the years. But if we use those
long range skills on a regular basis – if
we take that 300 yard shot because
we’re lazy, or because we haven’t cultivated the complementary talents that
allow us to get close to our target – then
we’re missing out on the true outdoor
experience.
Extreme distance, whether it’s with
a cast or a shot, severs any sense of
connection between us and our quarry.
And that connection is what hunting and
fishing all about.
Thankfully, the pendulum of distance
is finally swinging back where it belongs. Outdoor writers, along with organizations like the Boone & Crocket Club
and Backcountry Hunters & Anglers,
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hunter, with no rest and a moving animal,
might determine that an 80-yard shot is
not. In other words, there are any number
of situations that are black and white, and
even more that are shades of gray.
So let’s boil it down to a simple formula. If you can make that exact same
shot nine times out of ten, then take it. If
not… well, you’ve got to decide what’s
more important, your ego or the animal
you’re trying to harvest. As far as most
ethical hunters are concerned, it’s not
worth taking a chance on a questionable
shot. If you’ve ever tracked a gut-shot
deer or lost a crippled elk to a snow
storm, you know exactly what I mean.
Let’s get back to our example, the
hunter who killed his buck at 200 yards
with an offhand shot. Did he make the
right call? From my point of view, the
answer is a flat-out “No.” I’ve never
met a hunter who could put a bullet in a
deer’s heart/lung area ninety percent of
the time when he was shooting offhand
and the deer was both two hundred yards
away and on the move. Consequently, it
was a poor shot despite the results.
But what about the “skill” angle? After
all, doesn’t it take a
tremendous amount
of talent to make that
200 yard shot without
a rest?
The answer is a
definite “maybe.”
There are certainly
hunters who, through
years of practice, can
consistently put a
bullet into a pie plate
at 200 yards offhand. There are even
marksmen who can
do it with a moving
target. So for those
few people – yes,
there’s an incredible amount of skill
involved. But for the
We can’t begin to show all of our
rest of us, that shot
comes down to luck.
cool knives and tools here, so just
And from where I sit,
log on to our web site to browse
a wing and a prayer
and get a free 96 page catalog.
aren’t nearly enough
justification when
you’re trying to make
a clean kill.

are once again calling for balance, for
integrating our skills rather than relying
on technology to make up for a lack of
physical and mental prowess.
The argument against distance comes
down to two things: skill and respect.
Let’s say a deer hunter with a scoped
rifle decides to take a 200 yard offhand
shot. He takes careful aim and then drops
a walking mule deer buck in its tracks.
Let’s assume that the hunter is in reasonably good physical condition and that
the terrain provides some cover. Did our
hunter make the right call?
Let’s look at “respect” first. As hunters,
we should do everything in our power to
harvest our quarry in the most humane
fashion possible. That means we have
a responsibility to take shots with an
extremely high likelihood of success.
For a fellow hunting with a longbow,
respect might dictate that his shots are 20
yards or closer. For a compound bow, 30
yards might be the outside limit. A rifle
hunter with a good rest, quality optics, an
intimate knowledge of his weapon and an
animal standing broadside might decide
that 300 yards is reasonable. That same

TOO MUCH TO SHOW HERE.
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Now to tell the truth, I didn’t used to
feel that way. In fact, I used to believe
that my ability to shoot a buck through
the heart while he was leaping over a
fence, or to kill a distant elk with an
offhand shot, was a sign of my ability as
a hunter. Man was I wrong. I took shots
I had no business taking, and I justified
my faulty judgment by saying that I almost always hit what I was shooting at.
Well that’s all fine and dandy, but
when your ethical sidestepping leads
to a long, fruitless blood trail - which
it eventually did for me - you have two
choices: You can try to figure out where
you went wrong or you can start lying
to yourself. And that should be an easy
choice.
So respect - respect for the animal,
respect for the sport, indeed respect for
yourself - boils down to knowing your
limits and your quarry and refraining
from questionable shots. That’s easy
enough.
Skill, though, is not so simple, especially since it takes so many forms.
There’s no doubt that shooting a bow
or a rifle well is a valuable skill, as is
the ability to make a long, accurate
cast with a fly rod or a spinning outfit.
Indeed, most folks would agree that if
you’re going to hunt or fish, you owe it
to yourself to develop a certain level of
proficiency with your equipment.
Be that as it may, I’m going to make
a statement that some people won’t
like, but one that the best hunters and
fishermen will almost never dispute:
The ability to make a long, accurate cast
or shot should be down near the bottom
of the list when it comes to a sportsman’s priorities. In fact, I’m going to
go even further and say that the reason
many people rely on a long-distance
approach is because they don’t have the
necessary skills to get in close – and that
those close-in skills are the true test of a
hunter or angler.
I believe that the mark of a great
sportsman is his or her ability to get in
tight to the quarry. The most accomplished fly fishermen don’t usually cast
more than 40 feet when they’re dry fly
fishing for trout on moving water. And
it’s not because they lack the skill to
make long, difficult casts. It’s because
the closer they get, the greater the
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likelihood that they’ll put the fly exactly
where they want it, adjust for drag, see
the rise and make the hookset. Getting in
close gives them more control over the
entire process.
It’s the same for hunters. The hunter
who releases his arrow at 12 yards not
only has the satisfaction of being close
enough to smell that huge bull, to hear
the sound of his breathing, to see the
bark shavings hanging from his antlers like dark tinsel on a huge, barren
Christmas tree. He also he knows that
the odds of making a successful shot
are excellent. Chances are that the bull
won’t jump the string, or a gust of wind
won’t turn his arrow from the mark, or
the elk won’t take a step or two before
the arrow arrives at the target.
Even better, our hunter has played
the game at the highest possible level.
He’s beaten the odds to get within mere
feet of a monarch, and that very act,
that culminating moment of skill and
woodcraft, brings him into the moment
in a way that’s impossible for the sniper
400 yards away.

Ethical shooting is the exact opposite
of that 60-yard Hail Mary pass we like
to rave about. You’ve already done the
hard work, you’ve used your skills to
overcome the animal’s incredible sensory defenses, and all that’s left is a shot
you could make in your sleep. That, my
friends, is the mark of a true sportsman.

Todd Tanner is a BHA member, a
life-long hunter & angler, a former
fly fishing & big game guide, and an
outdoor writer whose credits include
Sporting Classics, Field & Stream,
American Angler, Sports Afield, Fly
Fisherman, Retriever Journal and Fly
Rod & Reel. His personal website is
CastingWest.com.

1% goes to BHA!
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BY Sam Lungren,
Editor

Paying to Play

M

y dad and I followed our
new friend Ralf down
narrow stairs from the
third-story fly shop, past
massive mounted northern pike, huchen
and steelhead, and out into the courtyard. Before we put on our waders – the
same make and model I wear back home
in Montana – Ralf bid us join him on the
ancient masonry wall and take a look
down into the Weiße Traun River (pronounced like “Vice Tron”) flowing clean
and clear below.
He stood focused for a moment, then
pointed. “See him there? He is a nice
fish, yes?”
I nearly poked my eye out scrambling
to get my polarized sunglasses on my
face. Glare gone, a beefy rainbow trout
was abundantly visible posted on a shallow inside seam. From where I stood
I could also see Seigsdorf, Germany’s
Woolley Mammoth Museum and traditional Bavarian Maypole. Then I saw
several more trout tucked up under the
brush on the outside slot. My dad and I
looked at each other and grinned. “This
might be worth the cost of admission,”
he said.
Among the novel items we had purchased in the Traun River Fly Shop were
signed and stamped paper forms giving
us fishing privileges for the day on the
Weiße Traun. For the price of €40 each,
about fifty bucks back home, on top
of the €25 German fishing license, we
would be two of four anglers allowed on
that five kilometer stretch that day.
I’m used to paying a premium for
non-resident fishing licenses and even
non-Canadian daily river fees for access
to the famous Skeena and Bulkley Riv-

in the four-to-six pound range on light
tippet.
It was great to be able to go fishing
after two weeks of sometimes stressful family travel. It gave me a respite
from the rockiness with my girlfriend
and gave my dad a good story for his
colleagues at the business conference
we were in Germany to attend. But
above all, it left me with a fierce sense
of pride in our system of public lands
and waters here in the United States. For
a reasonable license fee which largely
goes toward conservation, anyone can
fish or hunt almost anywhere. Europe
has a much longer history of governance
and I don’t mean to judge their way of
doing things, but I feel blessed to have
grown up free to fish in most any river I
wanted to fish and hunt any number of
mountains and swamps – not because
my parents had any special connections
or titles – but because everyone can.
We really do have a lot of public lands
and waters here, more than many European nations have in total land mass.
That is probably why so many Americans are hunters and anglers. And since
there are so many of us – and hunting
and fishing intrinsically require space
and distance from other people – I’d say
we need all the public lands and waters
we can get. It is regressive to even
contemplate selling them off. Fly fishing
in Germany was a delightful novelty, but
I would promptly go broke if I had to
pay a landowner fifty bucks every time
I wanted to go fishing or hunting. Let’s
never let that happen here.
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End of
the Line

ers, but paying a private landowner was
something new entirely. Rudi Heger, the
owner of Traun River Fly Shop, leases
fishing privileges for several of the
rivers in that area of Bavaria from the
wealthy family who owns those rivers.
Heger administers the streams with the
help of employees such as our friendly
ambassador Ralf, the online retail manager for the shop.
Most waters in Germany and the rest
of Europe are similarly managed. A few
days earlier my family and I had been
driving around the foothills of the Alps
with the family of an exchange student
my parents hosted the year before. After
crossing yet another gorgeous freestone
stream, I asked our German host Matthias about fishing licenses. Though not a
fisherman himself, he explained that the
river next to his house and all the ones
we were driving over belonged to what
amount to noblemen and the fishing
privileges usually belong to exclusive,
private fishing clubs. He didn’t seem to
understand when I said I’m used to being able fishing wherever the hell I want.
What became clear as soon as we wet
lines in the Weiße Traun, exclusivity
does have it’s advantages. Ralf showed
us a few holes and pointed out a lot of
trout along the beat then headed back to
his desk job. The run where he left us
contained more and larger ‘bows and
native browns than seemed reasonable
for such a tiny, clear stream. The fish
certainly have seen their fair share of
flies but my dad and I both managed to
land a dozen or more, and lose a couple

The editor’s father Kevin battles another Bavarian brown trout in the Weiße Traun River.
In America, you don’t usually have to pay for such a privilege.
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