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“COLIN, GET OVER HERE!”  
My 4-year-old son determinedly crossed 

the rocks as fast as he could. This was his 
moment, and he wasn’t going to let some 
slippery rocks get in the way. When he ar-
rived, I squatted behind him and handed 
him the bent-over rod. 

Colin has reeled in big rainbows on 
spinners, but this was his first native trout 
on a fly rod. The atmosphere was electric 
with excitement. Just as I handed him 
the rod, the Westslope cutthroat jumped. 
Somehow Colin knew to keep the line 
taut, and he leaned back. He held on 
tightly and began to reel in the line.  

By now, a crowd of kids had gathered 
to bear witness to the mighty fisherman. 
As the fish got closer, Colin’s eyes got big-
ger. I unhooked the eight-inch trophy and 
brought him up for Colin to get a better 
look. Instead of touching the gorgeous 
fish, he leaned down and kissed it. As we 
released his prize into the rushing stream, 
we both basked in the moment. Later, we 
celebrated by toasting the fish with cold, 
clean water. H20 never tasted so good! 

We’ve all tasted it – that cold, clean 
water that only backcountry streams can 
provide. Everything tastes better in the 
woods, especially water. While this might 
be due in part to our bodies craving hydra-
tion after a long hike, I think it’s mostly 
because of where the water comes from.  

Undisturbed headwater streams pro-
vide the drinking water for 70 percent 
of all Americans. Not only is cold, clean 
water good to drink, it’s essential to fish 
like brook trout and cutthroat trout. 
Backcountry streams are important to 
fish, wildlife and people. So are wetlands, 
acting as natural filters to ensure that our 
rivers run free of sediment and harmful 
chemicals. Wetlands also provide essential 
nesting and rearing habitat for a host of 
waterfowl we hunt as well as other birds 
that enrich our daily lives. Headwater 
streams and isolated wetlands are the 
backbone of our outdoor heritage – and 
our drinking water.

In 1972, in true bipartisan fashion, 
Congress passed the Clean Water Act to 

COLD, CLEAN WATER FOR ALL

Colin Tawney gives his first Westslope cutthroat 
trout a goodbye smooch. The new  “waters of 
the U.S.”  rule from the EPA and Army Corps of 
Engineers will provide protection to cold, clean 
headwater streams like the one pictured.

protect water resources for all Americans. 
The landmark legislation was drafted in 
part by one of my mentors, the late Jim 
Range. Jim’s love of pursuing wild trout 
and waterfowl drove his commitment, 
and I am forever in his debt. In the 2000s, 
however, two Supreme Court decisions 
resulted in confusion over the scope of 
the act. Intermittent streams and isolated 
wetlands lost protections, leaving import-
ant fish and wildlife habitat and valuable 
drinking water at risk. Sportsmen subse-
quently mounted an effort to restore those 
protections. Following a decade of hard 
work by countless BHA volunteers and 
other sportsmen’s groups, we had a major 
victory this spring.  

On May 27, the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency and Army Corps of Engineers 
unveiled their final “waters of the U.S.” 
rule. Culminating a lengthy public process 
that drew more than 1 million comments 
from members of the public, the rule re-
stores protections to America’s headwater 
streams and isolated wetlands that were 
removed by the Supreme Court decisions. 
It also helps sustain habitat relied upon by 
fish, wildlife and waterfowl and secures 
drinking water for millions of Americans. 
Quite simply, the Waters of the U.S. rule 
represents a practical step forward for nat-
ural resources management that all of us 
have reason to celebrate. 

Nonetheless, attacks on the rule and 
the rulemaking process are ongoing. 
Senate legislation introduced in April by 
Sens. John Barrasso of Wyoming and Joe 
Donnelly of Indiana would scuttle the 
rulemaking. In the House of Representa-
tives, a bill from Rep. Bill Shuster of Penn-
sylvania would force the rule’s withdraw-
al. Both measures are strongly opposed 
by sportsmen and others who care about 
clean water.

In short, our fight is not over. Let’s raise 
a glass to our recent success but remain 
vigilant. It’s up to us to ensure that yet-un-
named boys and girls have cold, clean wa-
ter to drink and trout to kiss and release… 
sometimes into a pan of grease! 

Land Tawney
Executive Director

DIRECTOR’S MESSAGE

JOIN THE CONVERSATION

facebook.com/backcountryhabitat
plus.google.com/+BackcountryHuntersAnglers
twitter.com/Backcountry_H_A
instagram.com/backcountryhunters
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I RETURNED HOME from serving 
in Vietnam 50 years ago this Novem-
ber. Back on American soil, it didn’t take 
me long to meet a nice young lady and 
start making canoe trips into the Bound-
ary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness. 

In the late ’60s I started working in the 
iron mines of northern Minnesota. When 
I pulled shift work, I would get off a mid-
night shift at 8 a.m. Thursday morning 
and not need to be back for afternoon 
shift until 4 p.m. the next Tuesday. It was 
almost a six-day weekend. My wife, Pat, 
the nice young lady, would have the packs 
ready to go Thursday morning. By sunset, 
our tent would be set up in the BWCAW 
– often near the U.S.-Canadian border.

This million-acre swath became wilder-
ness with passage of the Wilderness Act 
of 1964, the year before I returned from 
Vietnam. Seventy-five percent of the area 
is off limits to motorized boat traffic, in-
cluding over 1000 miles of canoe routes.

When I started working in Minnesota’s 
iron mines, I had little reason to suspect 
that I’d soon enough be living downstream 
of pollution from waste rock that I helped 
generate. Minnesota has a non-degrada-
tion clause in statute, but loopholes al-
lowed the mines to discharge tons of heavy 
metals into our public waters. They did so 
for many decades.

As the years went by, I learned that the 
tailings ponds for the mines had their 
dikes built out of coarse tailings, which 

“I don’t recall the name of this lake, 
or if it even had a name, but I know 
there were no developed portages 
to get there.  We had to travel 
through a good mile of swamps to 
reach it. It was full of largemouth, 
smallmouth and pike that probably 
hadn’t seen a lure in many years.”
-BHA Member Jim Gerold photo

Sulfide Mines Threaten Renowned Minnesota Backcountry Fishing Destination
leaked millions of gallons of processed wa-
ter every day. There are mines in Minne-
sota’s Mesabi Iron Range leaking into all 
three major watersheds in Northern Min-
nesota: Lake Superior, Mississippi River 
and Boundary Waters.

It’s disappointing that PolyMet, one of 
the corporations proposing copper-nickel 
mines on a sulfide ore body in the region, 
wants to dump its copper mining waste on 
top of iron mining waste in a leaking tail-
ings pond left over from a bankrupt iron 
mining operation. The company’s propos-
al has been rejected twice, being called “in-
adequate and unacceptable.” More than 
52,000 public comments were submitted 
on the second draft of the environmental 
review. A miningtruth.org analysis of the 
comments found that 98 percent of them 
were opposed to the mine proposal.

Even closer to the Boundary Waters 
Canoe Area Wilderness, another sulfide 
mine has been proposed by a subsidiary of 
Antofagasta PLC, a Chilean-based mining 
conglomerate, and Duluth Metals Limit-
ed, a Canadian company. This ore deposit 
sits only three miles away from the wilder-
ness area, upstream in the watershed. Min-
ing representatives claim that they have a 
5 billion ton ore body. Being that it’s less 
than 1 percent copper, I think we’re rea-
sonable in requesting to know where the 
99 percent waste is going to go.

Pat and I often have a couple trolling 
rods out when we paddle through Bound-
ary Waters lakes. Fresh walleye or North-

ern pike is a great addition to pack food, 
but we always have to be concerned about 
mercury levels in our fish. Ten percent of 
the babies born in the Lake Superior wa-
tershed of Minnesota have elevated levels 
of mercury in their blood.

We know that a lot of mercury comes 
from natural sources, but that mercury 
is methylated by sulfates from our iron 
mines. It’s methylated mercury that moves 
up the food chain.  Sulfates also destroy 
beds of wild rice, and our neighbors on 
the reservation are fighting to protect their 
traditional food, too. Sulfides, from cop-
per mining, react with air and water to 
create sulfuric acid – another substance 
you don’t want to find in your drinking 
water.

Mining always exists on a boom-and-
bust cycle, but I’ve never believed that we 
should sacrifice water quality to create a 
job for me or any other American – espe-
cially temporary jobs. I started out work-
ing in the mines and by retirement time, 
was working on wind farms. We can de-
mand clean energy and clean mines. We 
can force our economic system to respect 
our values and create decent, clean jobs.

Bob, 73, is a retired mining electrician 
and Vietnam War veteran. He is a BHA life 
member and still can carry a canoe across a 
portage. Bob and Pat spend a lot of time at 
the Minnesota legislature where Bob testifies 
in support of clean water and wild places.

BY ROBERT TAMMEN
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CONTACT CHAPTER CHAIRS

CONTINUING TO  ramp up our 
efforts on behalf of America’s wild 
public lands, waters and wildlife, 
Backcountry Hunters & Anglers 
announced that Ty Stubblefield has 
joined BHA’s national staff as chapter 
coordinator.

Stubblefield will be the chief point 
of contact with BHA chapters across 
North America, overseeing special 
events and working to increase 
membership in our 11-year-old 
organization. His hire continues a 
period of accelerated growth for 
BHA, which in the past two years has 
seen membership numbers more 
than double and has accumulated 
a string of successes in mobilizing 
sportsmen to advance natural re-
sources policy.

Stubblefield grew up in Oregon’s 
Umpqua Valley with access to some 
of the West Coast’s most diverse fish, 
wildlife and landscapes. From coastal 
blacktails to desert mule deer and 
Rocky Mountain elk to rainforest 
Roosevelt, he took full advantage of 
the opportunity to seek out the wild 
critters and public lands Oregon has 
to offer. He got involved with state 
policy while volunteering for Oregon 
Bow Hunters from 2001 to 2008. 
In 2008 he joined Oregon’s largest 
state-based conservation group, Or-
egon Hunters Association, as a field 
administrator, working with Oregon 
hunters to conserve wildlife and 
habitat and uphold hunters’ rights. 

“Early on in life, I realized that 
hunters and fishermen are the true 
conservationists and stewards of 
North America’s lands and waters,” 
said Stubblefield. “The BHA member-
ship is an elite group that under-
stands that the places we hold dear 
are not free – and must be fought for 
if we hope to pass on our outdoor 
traditions to our kids and grandkids.”

When not working for the 
betterment of wild public places and 
fish and wildlife, Stubblefield can be 
found enjoying them with a bow or 
fly rod in hand.  Read his story about 
hunt training on pg. 38!  

BHA ADDS TY 
STUBBLEFIELD TO 
NATIONAL STAFF
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Angler: Sara Busse, BHA Member Species: 
Westslope cutthroat State: Montana 
Method: Fly rod Distance from nearest 
road: 25 miles Transportation: Mule/raft 

Angler: Jakob Barzen, BHA Member
Species: Rainbow trout State: Wyoming 
Method: Fly rod Distance from nearest 
road:  One mile Transportation: Foot

Hunter: Kevin Farron, BHA Member
Species: Rio Grande turkey State: Oregon 
Method: Shotgun Distance from nearest 
road:  One mile Transportation: Foot

Angler: Michael Sheppard, BHA Member
Species: Coho salmon State: Alaska 
Method: Fly rod Distance from nearest 
road: 100+ miles Transportation: Otter 
floatplane

Angler: Tony Trietch, BHA Member
Species: Rainbow trout State: Michigan 
Method: Fly rod Distance from nearest 
road: Four miles Transportation: Foot 
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BACKCOUNTRY BRAGBOARD

JOIN BHA TODAY!
Become part of the Sportsmen’s Voice for 

Our Wild Public Lands, Waters and Wildlife.

Name:                                                                                                                

Address:                                                                                                            

City:                                          State:                   Zip:                         _

Phone:                                                                                                               

Email:                                                                                                             

All memberships include membership sticker, bumper sticker 
and one-year subscription to our quarterly Backcountry Journal.

Yes! I would like to join BHA at the following level:
	Monthly contributor at $ __  _  per month.

	$25 – Individual 	$60 – 3-Year Individual

	$35 – Family 	$90 – 3-Year Family 

	$100 – Supporting: Includes
BHA hat. Please select your
style:                                      

	Lifetime – See page 8 for       
Lifetime Membership specials! 

Hunt and fish in style! Order your BHA merchandise here:

	$18.95 – BHA Hat

Style:                                                

	$24.95 – BHA T-shirt: S  M  L  XL

Style:                                                                                          

	$49.95 – BHA Sweatshirt: 

S   M   L   XL

	$10 – BHA Stainless Steel Mug

Please make your check payable to Backcountry Hunters & Anglers.

Or, pay with your credit card:

Card Number: __________________________________________________

Expiration Date: _____________Signature: __________________________

Mail your completed form to:

Backcountry Hunters & Anglers

P.O. Box 9257, Missoula, MT 59807.

You also can join and shop online. 

Visit www.backcountryhunters.org!
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My dad was a duck 
hunter, out in Indiana. 
Not on the flyway but 
not bad. In the ’50s 
and ’60s the water 

table was a lot higher 
so there were a lot of 
potholes. A two-acre 
pothole was more fun 
than a barrel of mon-
keys. Dad’s buddies 
were all firemen and 
cops, and there were 
two or three of them 
that were so damn 

good on duck calls it 
was unbelievable. That 
really got me started 
in calling, and now 
that’s one of my real 

hobbies. Ducks, geese 
and turkeys out here. 

And predators. I belong 
to Southern Arizona 

Wildlife Callers, that’s 
the 21st century name 
for our coyote huntin’ 
club. This is the coyote 

capital of the world.

JIM LITTLEJOHN, Oro Valley, Arizona
AZ BHA Chapter Treasurer, Award-Winning Conservationist

FACES OF BHA

HOW DID YOU 
ORIGINALLY GET 
INTO HUNTING?

WHAT 
ATTRACTED YOU 

TO BHA?

TELL US ABOUT 
YOUR AWARD-

WINNING FARM 
AND FOREST

ANY ADVICE ON 
PRIVATE LAND 

CONSERVATION?

WHAT IS THE 
BIGGEST THREAT 

WE FACE AS 
SPORTSMEN?

I joined five or six 
years ago. It was the 
only organization 

that I thought wasn’t 
species specific. And it 
was trying to keep our 

access and our land and 
rivers and lakes like it 
is. Trying to keep the 

habitat available for the 
next generation. It was 
science based; that was 
the other thing I liked 
about it. I got a Back-
country Journal mag-
azine and read about 

BHA, and that’s when 
I joined because of the 
way they went about 

trying to conserve areas 
and their philosophy.

After I got out of 
school and got a little 
money accumulated, 
four of us bought an 

Indiana farm in 1988. 
We bought a tree 

planter and planted 
bushes and 8000 trees, 
and it was just unbe-

lievable. I still go back 
there and hunt a little 
bit. We turned it into 
a classified forest and 
did timber stand im-
provement. But that’s 
not called work, that’s 
called fun. The neatest 
thing we’ve done there 
is all the wood duck 

boxes and the bluebird 
houses. We clean those 

out every year. It’s a 
perpetual thing. We 

burn off our warm sea-
son grasses every two or 

three years. And now 
we’ve got more pheas-
ants than anywhere, 

just like that.

Our farm was the first 
piece of land that the 
state bought from a 

private individual as a 
conservation area. It’s 
our deed, but we can’t 
develop a portion of 
our farm because the 
state paid us to put it 

into a wetland and clas-
sified forest. A friend 
of mine who works 

for the Forest Service, 
that’s all he does. Pri-

vate land owners come 
to him with a wetland 
or undeveloped area 

and if it qualifies, he’s 
got money to spend 

on that stuff to help a 
farmer or rancher keep 
it like it is. Work with 

your local and state 
agencies. If there’s a 
piece of heaven and 
they want to keep it 

that way, it’s worth the 
effort to get it done. 

Access to really critical 
wild areas is the biggest 

threat I see. I don’t 
care if it’s private land 
blocking federal land, 

that’s probably the 
biggest threat I see in 

the future. Eighty-three 
percent of our state is 
Forest Service, BLM 
and state trust lands. 
In Indiana, it’s like 4 
percent. In northern 
Indiana there was no 
federal land. There 

were some state places 
but that was a joke. It 

was like Vietnam being 
out there on a week-
end. You’d have to be 

nuts to go out there to 
go hunting. Southern 

Indiana is the only 
place that has forest. 
So if you didn’t know 
somebody you didn’t 
get to go out, period. 

Protect the Backcountry
...for Life.

Join today as a BHA Lifetime Member and 
choose one of these great gifts!

Backcountry Hunters & Anglers is proud to offer an extraordinary members-only opportunity. For a limit-
ed time, receive a FREE Seek Outside tent or Kimber firearm with your BHA Life Membership commitment. 
There is no better time to act! Become a leading contributor in a community of like-minded sportsmen 
and women who truly value the solitude, challenge and freedom of the backcountry experience. Help us 
protect and promote our legacy. Hurry, this exclusive offer is only valid through Dec. 31, 2015. 

THREE GREAT OPTIONS WITH THREE GREAT GIFTS!
#1) Join for $2500 and get a Seek Outside 12-man Tipi Tent with liner and XXL stove (MSRP $2135)
or Kimber Mountain Ascent Rifle in .308 Win, .270 Win, .280 Ackley Improved or .30-06 Spfld (MSRP $2040)

#2) Join for $1500 and get a 6-man Tipi with liner, large stove and car-
bon pole (MSRP $1494) or a Kimber Stainless II .45 pistol (MSRP $998)

#3) Join for $1000 and get a Seek Outside Cimarron Tent Bundle – 
medium stove and 6.5-foot stovepipe, nest and stovejack installed 
(MSRP $1029) or Kimber Micro Carry .380 pistol (MSRP $651)

IN ADDITION YOU WILL RECEIVE:
• Subscription to the quarterly Backcountry Journal magazine
• Recognition in Backcountry Journal
• Assurance that your dollars are helping to conserve valued
backcountry hunting and fishing traditions
Call Drew, our membership coordinator, today! (406) 370-4325 

Welcome New Life Members!
Mark Heckert
Steven Hegna
Matt Hogan
Bruce Pettet
Kurt Smith

Galen Thompson
Dallas & Niki Walkey
Marc Weier

SUMMER 2015 BACKCOUNTRY JOURNAL  |  9



KIDS CORNER

My Hunting Story
Hi, today I will tell you a story about a 

time my family and I went rabbit hunting 
in Madras. It was a sunny morning, but 
foggy. We woke up, got ready, and then 
left from Lebanon. We wore camouflage 
and face paint. And had traditional long-
bows. When we got there we were hunting 
we parked across the road.

We walked into the bushes. Nothing! 
Soon I looked to the ground – giving up. 
Then a lizard ran across the ground cheer-
ing me up. Later we saw something. My 
dad took out his binoculars – it was a rab-
bit! We all got our bows ready. My dad got 
ready to loose an arrow –  he was deter-
mined. But so was I. He got down on one 
knee. My dad missed. The rabbit came my 
way – I got ready! Then ... I missed. We 
kept walking and decided to turn around. 
We saw a few rabbits on the way back. We 
decided to go to a new location. It was hot 
and dry and we were hunting for jackrab-
bits.

We went in from all different sides. My 
mom, sister, dad and I. Another rabbit 
came fast. It was fat. My dad was close he 
got some hair on his arrow, but no rabbit! 
My big sis had a try at the next one. My 
mom zip. Me zero. We left that day with 
nothing. Except fun. 

-Constance Jorgensen, age 10. Lebanon, 
OR. Parents: Shane and Kim Jorgensen

ESSAY CONTEST WINNER: CONSTANCE JORGENSEN

Shed Hunt 
My Dad and I like to walk in the woods. 

Our favorite thing to do when we are not 
hunting, as the snow melts is to look for 
deer sheds. I saw a squirrel and he went 
in his den and he came back out and got 
some nuts. It’s fun to watch squirrels chase 
each other. 

We like to follow deer tracks to see 
where they go and what they are doing. 
I love to be in the woods. It makes me 
happy. I got very excited when I found my 
first shed! So did my dad, he says it’s his 
favorite!

-Chase Vincent, age 8. St. Johns, MI. 
Parents: Drew and Tracy Vincent.

Afognak
Afognak is big. It is an island by Kodiak. 

We get there by floatplane. Sometimes on 
the way there I see whales. On Afognak 
we go hiking, kayaking, play down by the 
beach and more. We usually go with our 
friends. I caught my first silver salmon on  
Afognak. We sleep in tents. On Afognak 
we get to see old houses. We usually go 
during the summer. I once got to see a sea 
otter. The End.

-Nora Saltonstall, age 9. Kodiak, AK. 
Parents: Patrick and Zoya Saltonstall

Special recognition to contest entrants 
Caleb Vincent, Cody Nixon, Owen Hast-
ings and Kenny Witt. Each entrant re-
ceived a CRKT Wooden Knife Kit. For 
her winning essay, Constance will receive a 
$40 prize and wooden knives for her and 
four friends. Thanks for participating, 
young BHAers! 

RUNNERS-UP

Call today for a free catalog or 
the location of a dealer near you.

1-800-232-6064
www.kenetrek.com

Simply the lightest, most supportive 
everyday comfort boots you’ll find.

DON’T JUST TAKE OUR WORD FOR IT ...
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 2015

MOUNTAIN BOOTS
High country hunting takes preparation and experience, and 
so does designing a comfortable boot that meets the rigorous 

demands of an unforgiving alpine environment. Our thousands 
of combined hours hunting sheep and designing boots led 

us to build the most supportive boots you’ll ever slip 
into... and not want to take off. Each of our support 

features uniquely blends together to give you the 
ultimate all-day comfort boot. The thick 2.8 mm 

full grain leather uppers and stiff full length 
nylon midsoles form an integrated support 

system capable of carrying all the weight 
you need them to, wherever you want to go.    
        Jim Winjum,  Kenetrek Boots

When your season consists of 100 days in the mountains, carrying heavy 
packs, you need great boots.  Footwear for us is not a matter of luxury or 
fashion; it’s a function of performance, under terrible conditions.  Years 
and miles of abuse have shown me which boots work best - Kenetrek; 
comfort and durability to match the conditions of my hunts.   
  Randy Newberg,  host of Fresh Tracks TV
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Editor’s note: the following is taken from 
testimony read to the Colorado Senate Agri-
culture and Natural Resources Committee by 
BHA member George Wallace. The bill (SB 
232), proposed “a study” that was in reality a 
first step to transfer/sell federal lands in Col-
orado. It was defeated in the full Senate in 
May, 2015. Similar attempts to legislate the 
transfer and sale of our public lands are crop-
ping up all over the Western states and in the 
U.S. Congress. Vigorous responses are needed  
from BHA members and all Americans who 
cherish our public lands. Templates for state 
and federal legislation that threaten public 
lands are being prepared by groups like the 
American Legislative Exchange Council, 
backed by big-money special interests. These 
bills are insidious and relentless, and most of 
us can hardly believe they are being consid-
ered. This makes responses like this from our 
membership all the more important.

COMMITTEE MEMBERS, thank you 
for your service and the opportunity to 
speak. We oppose this bill because even 
though it is cast as a study, it represents 
a first step in the transference, sale and 
Balkanization of what remains of our 
federal public estate, which would greatly 
impoverish our nation, its egalitarian 
foundations and all of us individually. It 
gives premature, undeserved standing to 
an issue that has almost no support from 
the general public. All the polls show that 
Americans love their federal public lands 
and are unlikely to support a study that 
looks at how they might be transferred 
to state or private control. It is unwise 
and a poor use of time and resources to 
ask county officials who already have 
extremely full agendas to study a divisive, 
hypothetical and largely symbolic scenario 

A PLEA FOR PUBLIC LAND
Speaking to the 
Relentless Attempts 
to Transfer or 
Privatize Our Federal 
Public Lands

BY GEORGE WALLACE

“WE OPPOSE THIS BILL 
BECAUSE IT REPRESENTS 
THE FIRST STEP IN THE 
TRANSFERENCE, SALE 

AND BALKANIZATION OF 
WHAT REMAINS OF OUR 
FEDERAL PUBLIC ESTATE.”

OPINION

that is: a) not likely to happen; b) couldn’t 
be funded or managed by the states if it 
were to happen; c) certain to create a 
tremendous public outcry and result in 
unending legal challenges; d) requiring 
of specific action from the U.S. Congress 
before any involvement of the states is 
warranted. To reveal why this study is a 
bad idea requires some thinking about the 
issue of federal land transfer itself and how 
we as a nation have already studied and 
debated this issue carefully over 100-plus 
years and crafted a 
reasonable balance 
of federal, state, local 
and private land 
management.

From Teddy Roo-
sevelt forward for 
over a century, pres-
idents and congres-
sional leaders from 
nearly every admin-
istration have wisely 
realized (after transferring two thirds of 
the federal estate to state and private man-
agement), that federal governance of the 
remaining common pool of resources like 
our national forests, parks, wildlife refuges 
and BLM lands made sense because they 
truly belong to all Americans and not to 
any single state. The understanding that 
the careful management of resources that 

everyone depends on is intergenerational 
and must continue indefinitely seemed 
to be a core conservative value shared by 
most  leaders on both sides of the aisle 
throughout the years. As a result, we have 
created federal agencies with enabling leg-
islation that directs them to manage their 
lands for all Americans. These agencies are 
guided by a legal framework that has been 
carefully assembled over many decades by 
elected officials and the public to prevent 
abuse, profiteering and control by special 

interests and to man-
age for multiple uses. 
This reality sets us 
apart from most na-
tions where resourc-
es have been overly 
privatized or social-
ized, where the abuse 
of the remaining na-
tional resources con-
tinues, and where 
access is limited or 

belongs to those who can afford to pay or 
have the most influence and power. One 
result is that in many countries the liberty/
freedom to hike, camp, hunt, fish, cut a 
Christmas tree, to simply to move across a 
landscape not dominated by human activ-
ity or find solitude in God’s creation is dif-
ficult. Many have written about how over 
time, our frontier and public land our our 
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frontier and public land traditions have 
helped build and maintain our nation’s 
character. 

Because of their institutional frame-
works, federal lands will be managed in a 
way that is more consistent than the varied 
and idiosyncratic approaches that could 
be taken by individual states or private 
entities. The management of our natural 
resources requires restraint. The organic 
acts of each agency have given us a balance 
of protected and working landscapes. Our 
federal legislative framework, including the 
National Environmental Protection Act, 
National Forest Management Act, Federal 
Land Policy & Management Act, Multi-
ple Use Sustained Yield Act, Endangered 
Species Act and Coastal Marine Protection 
Act, among others, mandate science-based 
management, public and community in-
volvement, impact analysis, and a respect 
for the natural world, which includes but 
goes beyond its market value and potential 
for profit. Federal management ensures 
restraint. It is hard to imagine states or 
private corporations being able to manage 
resources in this way – for all Americans 
and using restraint. 

That said, existing state trust lands are 
a welcome addition to the land manage-
ment portfolio in Colorado (as are local 

government open space and natural re-
source programs, and good private land 
management). Most were created to pro-
vide some income for schools. They help 
agricultural producers, but only about 18 
percent include some public access. States 
like Colorado that struggle to manage 
trust lands and parks and wildlife agencies 

just don’t have the resources to manage 
millions more acres. Federal tax dollars 
and tourism on public lands in Colorado 
directly and indirectly bring in billions of 
dollars, create a quarter million jobs and 
generates much state and local tax reve-
nue. Any transfer or sale of those lands, 

that results in reduced access or even more 
importantly, that undermines the Ameri-
can expectation that “these lands are your 
lands” will certainly have a negative impact 
on the state’s tourism and economy. The 
loss of federal funds for land management 
will be difficult to replace because they are 
currently paid for by all Americans.

Allow me to get personal for a couple of 
minutes. Like those sponsors of SB 232, I 
can relate to the idea that the private sector 
can do a better job managing certain parts 
of the landscape and its resources. Private 
land conservation and sustainable manage-
ment are an important part of the larger 
natural resource management challenge. 
On our northern Colorado farm, we have 
received both county and state awards for 
the conservation practices we have imple-
mented. We have a fair number of neigh-
bors who care about land health – and 
some who do not. When compared with 
public land management, private land 
conservation is sporadic and spatially scat-
tered or fragmented. Interestingly, where it 
exists, it is often stimulated by government 
programs. We can and should continue to 
provide incentives for improved land man-
agement on farms, ranches and rural acre-
ages, but it is on federal lands that we can 
best manage larger ecosystems for natural 

processes, species diversity and ecological 
health. It is not a case of either federal, 
state, local or private. Benton MacKaye 
said that healthy communities and land-
scapes need good urban tissue, good pas-
toral tissue (read: multiple use) and good 
wild or natural tissue. We need to manage 
resources at all levels to have that kind of 
landscape.

I have spent considerable time living 
and working overseas with natural re-
source managers over a 40 year period. 
The work is satisfying but always difficult, 
and one reason is because those countries 
do not have our tradition of public lands 
or public access. Fewer urban people have 
been able to spend time outdoors or to fall 
in love with being outside. Forest, range 
and coastal ecosystems are highly frag-
mented, and wildlife populations struggle. 
Obstacles also include poverty, continued 
expansion of subsistence agriculture, ille-
gal harvesting, weak legal frameworks and 
fewer supporting constituencies. Progress 
in creating national protected area systems 
and sustainable private land management 
is being made, but slowly. I find it a great 
relief to come home, saddle my mules 
and horses and head into the Forest Ser-
vice or BLM backcountry to fish or make 
a hunting camp. It is gratifying to know 

that I will likely see a diversity of wildlife 
and that I still can catch and cook a fish 
without feeling guilty. I feel true freedom 
knowing that in a national forest or wilder-
ness area, one still can escape an intensified 
landscape for a while, see the night sky and 
move another seven miles the next day. 

Last year, we had three generations of 
Wallace boys in our elk camp. We packed 
in six miles to a BLM roadless area and 
hunted many miles beyond that. My old-
est son harvested an elk with his 11-year-
old son at his side. Then over many hours 
they field dressed and packed it out togeth-
er. We processed all the meat at home, di-
vided it equally and later celebrated with 
members of our camp and their families at 
our annual harvest dinner. Such experienc-
es provide continuity, freedom and mem-
ories that mean a lot. I am sure I speak for 
all the members of BHA and hundreds of 
conservation organizations when I say we 
will spend a lot of energy defending these 
opportunities.

In closing I would just say that all Amer-
icans rich and poor have a deed in their 
pocket to millions of acres of federal land. 
That idea is a great equalizer, a source of 
true liberty in an increasingly commercial-
ized and restrictive world and one of the 
most precious things we will ever leave our 

grandchildren. These lands were rescued 
from unbridled exploitation and protected 
for all of us by generations of wise leaders 
from Roosevelt forward. The study regard-
ing the further transfer and sale of federal 
lands has already been carefully done by 
our predecessors over a hundred year peri-
od and in all cases – except where trades or 
consolidation make sense, has been reject-
ed. I, like many thousands of Colorado-
ans, each with our personal experiences on 
public lands, will strongly oppose attempts 
to undo our federal estate and its safe-
guards. As leaders yourselves, please join us 
and help maintain our federal public land 
legacy. Thank you. 

George and his wife are BHA members, 
fourth generation Colorado natives and have 
farmed and ranched 13 miles north of Fort 
Collins for 47 years. George is a professor 
emeritus from the College of Natural Re-
sources at Colorado State University where he 
frequently worked with land managers at the 
local, state and federal levels in the U.S. and 
Latin America. He has served on multiple 
boards and commissions in Larimer County. 
He provided his Senate testimony on behalf 
of Backcountry Hunters & Anglers and his 
family. 

“ALL AMERICANS RICH 
AND POOR HAVE A DEED 

IN THEIR POCKET TO 
MILLIONS OF ACRES OF 

FEDERAL LAND. THAT IDEA 
IS A GREAT EQUALIZER, A 

SOURCE OF TRUE LIBERTY 
IN AN INCREASINGLY 

COMMERCIALIZED AND 
RESTRICTIVE WORLD.”

At 14,259 feet, Longs Peak towers above the Tahosa Valley 
and the surrounding Roosevelt National Forest south 
of Estes Park. The peak itself lies within Rocky Mountain 
National Park on Colorado’s northern Front Range, RMNP’s 
highest mountain and the northernmost fourteener in the 
entire Rockies. Paul Queneau photo.
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FISHERMEN CAN easily be over-
whelmed by the perception that we must 
try harder to safeguard the water we love. 
We’re bombarded by conservation-driven 
email campaigns, environmental direct 
mailers, political headlines and news ar-
ticles reminding us that we’ve simply got 
to do more to protect the environment. 
We’re constantly advised that we should 
give more money, pay more attention, ac-
tivate more people and lose more sleep in 
order to preserve our fisheries. And as the 
river’s plea for protection pounds in our 
ears, we’re left feeling as though we can’t 
step up as well as we’d like. That’s a lot of 
guilt and pressure for a fisherman like me, 

Collaboration and Compromise Won the Day in Protecting the 
River Forming Glacier National Park’s Western Boundary

who generally doesn’t think too deeply for 
too long.

And so, when President Obama signed 
landmark conservation legislation into law 
in December 2014, a collective sigh of re-
lief from fishermen echoed bank to bank. 
The alleviation isn’t just in the realization 
that the North Fork Watershed Protection 
Act bans future mining and drilling on 
383,267 acres of federal land in the North 
Fork of the Flathead River area near Gla-
cier National Park in northwest Montana, 
it’s also in acknowledging that a passionate 
team of good people worked together to 
accomplish what eludes us as individuals.

The new law is the love child of true in-
ternational cooperation among timber in-
dustry leaders, politicians from both sides 

BY HILARY HUTCHESON

“I STILL PLAN TO DO MY 
INDIVIDUAL BEST TO 

RESPECT AND PROTECT 
THE RIVER, BUT I’M 

NOW REMINDED THAT 
‘TRYING HARDER’ AND 

‘DOING MORE’ ARE MOST 
EFFECTIVE AS A TEAM.” 

OPINION

THE LOVE CHILD LAW

of the aisle, conservation groups, local 
businesses and sportsmen in Canada and 
the United States.

The North Fork Watershed Protection 
Act has been baking for 40 years and is the 
legacy of Montana’s former U.S. Senator, 
Max Baucus. It was vehemently opposed 
by three conservative Republican Sena-
tors from Texas, Pennsylvania and Okla-
homa, who have never visited the North 
Fork area, yet were dedicated to blocking 
the bill’s passage. So, to keep the bill from 
dying, the Montana leaders demonstrated 
commendable tenacity by tacking it on as 
a rider to the National Defense Authori-
zation Act.

The National Defense Authorization 
Act is a package that, in addition to pro-

tecting the North Fork drainage, adds 
67,000 acres to Montana’s Bob Marshall 
Wilderness Area and designates 208,000 
acres nearby for 
conservation. How-
ever, it also gives up 
14,000 acres of wil-
derness study areas 
for consideration 
of potential oil and 
gas extraction. No, 
it’s not exactly what 
Democrats wanted, 
and it’s not exactly 
what Republicans 
wanted. It’s a pack-
age built by partners who listened to the 
people they represent.

Montana’s U.S. delegation exhibited 
unique stamina for bipartisan collabo-
ration in breaking bread on the banks of 
the Flathead. U.S. Senator for Montana 
Jon Tester said, “This is how a democracy 
is supposed to work. You give a little and 
you get a lot.”

I still plan to do my individual best to 
respect and protect the river, but I’m now 
reminded that “trying harder” and “doing 

more” are most effective as a team. There’s 
satisfaction in amassing voices and actions, 
listening to those opposed and employing 

creative resources. 
It’s like crossing a 
swift river – linking 
arms with a fishing 
buddy offers stabil-
ity, efficiency and 
greater odds that 
you’ll both make it 
to the bank. 

Hilary started her 
fly fishing career as 
a teenaged guide in 

West Glacier, MT. She went on to be a TV 
news reporter and anchor in Portland, OR, 
stalking tweakers, politicians and American 
Idol contestants. Today she’s back to guiding 
part time on her public home water and co-
owns outdoor-based marketing firm Outside 
Media and network television show Trout 
TV. In 2015 she opened Lary’s Fly & Sup-
ply, a fly shop in her home town of Colum-
bia Falls, Montana. She is a nature-loving 
fun-finding conservationist who prefers to 
sleep outside and rise early for adventure.

Lee Cohen photo
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2016 project on Craig Mountain.
On June 27 and 28 the Idaho Chapter 

will host our third annual Scout Moun-
tain Trad Bow Shoot and Potluck near 
Pocatello. This is a family-friendly event 
that welcomes all ages and is a great 
opportunity to visit with old friends, 
make new ones and hone archery skills 
heading into the fall. More details on 
these activities are available in the Idaho 
Chapter’s quarterly newsletter, available 
on the BHA website. –Derrick Reeves

MINNESOTA
The Third Annual Minnesota 

BHA Chapter Rendezvous will be held 
August 14-16 in Whitewater State Park 
in southeast Minnesota (same place as 
the 2014 Rendezvous). The chapter had 
a table at the Fly Fishing Film Tour in 
Minneapolis on March 28. As chapter 
co-chair Erik Jensen said, “A big thanks 
to MN BHA members Joe Lang and 
Mark Nordquist for tabling at the Fly 
Fishing Film Tour. We recruited sev-
eral new members and met a receptive 

audience on opposing sulfide mining 
and public land privatization/transfer 
schemes!”

The chapter recently joined a coali-
tion of sportsmen and other conserva-
tionists opposing sulfide mining near 
the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wil-
derness, “Sportsmen for the Boundary 
Waters”. They also published an op-ed 
opposing public land transfers designed 
to facilitate sulfide mining in north-
ern Minnesota (“Undeveloped, School 
Trust Lands best benefit our children’s 
futures.” Duluth News-Tribune) and 
expressed support for efforts to study re-
turning elk to northeastern Minnesota 
(“MN BHA Calls for Elk Herd Expan-
sion”). -David Lien

MONTANA
MT BHA took positions and 

organized membership on numerous 
bills standing up for public lands, wild-
life habitat, fisheries habitat, its funding 
and managing agencies.  

The chapter presented Bozeman-area 

conservationist, Joe Gutkoski, with the 
prestigious BHA Aldo Leopold Award. 
The Aldo Leopold Award is bestowed 
annually to an individual who demon-
strates exceptional work and dedication 
to conservation and backcountry values, 
especially the conservation of wildlife 
habitat. 

We participated in the Bitterroot 
National Forest Travel Management 
Planning Project. Co-chairman Greg 
Munther wrote and submitted a de-
tailed objection to the proposed expan-
sion of motorized use in the BNF. 

MT BHA organized a member vol-
unteer event in coordination with Mon-
tana Fish, Wildlife and Parks to remove 
fences that negatively impact wildlife on 
three state Wildlife Management Areas 
in the Anaconda region. 

For the second year in a row, BHA 
members exhibited at the Teller Wild-
life Refuge Youth Conservation and Ed-
ucation Expo. Up to 500 children and 
their families attended the event. MT 
BHA hosted games and youth-oriented 

Idaho BHA Member and Public Lands Watchman 
Dan Herrig plants willow seedlings in Laraby 
Meadows, Craig Mountain Wildlife Managment 
Area. 2015 was the third year BHA has partnered 
with IDFG for wildlife habitat improvement at 
Craig Mountain. 
Toni Ruth photo.

ARIZONA
The AZ Chapter is operating a 

booth at the fall hunt permit deadline 
day at the Arizona Game & Fish Office 
in Tucson. We hope to let people know 
about BHA and sign up some new 
members.

The chapter is sending a letter to 
Governor Ducey about state aircraft. 
He has been talking about reducing the 
number of aircraft for all state agencies. 
He evidently isn’t aware of the needs 
the Game & Fish Department has for 
aircraft and that some are directly tied 
to federal funds. This seems to come 
around about every 10 years or so.

We are still monitoring the Grand 
Canyon Watershed Monument propos-
al. This development is still a very real 
possibility and it would have large nega-
tive effect on hunters in Arizona.

We are also looking into possible fed-
eral action on the proposed Oak Flat 
Mine. We need to review the proposal 
soon. -Kurt Bahti

BRITISH COLUMBIA
A big thank-you to Committee 

Chair Doug Martin and Co-chair Alan 
Duffy for organizing a hugely success-
ful, first annual Hunting Film Tour at 
the Key City Theatre in Cranbrook on 
May 22.  Approximately 160 enthusias-
tic hunters came out to support the BC-
BHA sponsored event. Local businesses 
were solicited for fundraising donations 
that included a Browning rifle, a PSE 
Stinger bow, TFO pack rod, custom 
art and knife, clothing and other fine 
gear. HFT president Gary Gillett made 
the trip down from Calgary, Alberta 
and contributed a significant quantity 
of HFT swag that really got the crowd 
cheering during the intermission swag 
draw and toss. We made over $2500 

after expenses on the event and have al-
ready booked the same venue for Feb. 
27, 2016 which is slated to be a bigger 
and more successful event. Thank you to 
everyone who donated to our event and 
for committee members Chad Dueck, 
Evan Kleindienst, Aden Stewart, Kyle 
and Nakita Dalke, and FJ Hurtak. 

BC BHA is also involved in discus-
sions with other local conservation or-
ganizations in creating a process to es-
tablish a Wildlife Management Area or 
other form of higher land management 
strategy in the BC Southern Rockies to 
ensure our world-class habitat and fish 
and wildlife resources are protected in 
perpetuity.

Aden Stewart has been the project 
lead on the Urban Deer Translocation 
Pilot Project for BC BHA. The Colum-
bia Basin Trust and four communities in 
the East Kootenay have donated fund-
ing to the project. Capture and translo-
cation is slated for Winter 2016. This is 
a highly publicized issue and BC BHA 
is at the forefront of providing volun-
teers and delivering the public commu-
nication and education component of 
the project as well as planning, capture, 
relocation and post-release monitoring.  

Our chapter AGM is scheduled for 
June 25 at the Heidout in Cranbrook. 
This event will be a combination of our 
monthly meeting, HFT summary, elec-
tion of officers and our one-year anni-
versary hunter happy hour celebration. 
-Bill Hanlon

COLORADO
Colorado BHA has made great 

strides in its fight to keep public lands 
in public hands, with multiple Habitat 
Watchmen and other chapter leaders 
publishing numerous op-eds and letters 
opposing such transfers. Some members 

who contributed letters include: Tom 
Sykes, Dan Parkinson, David Petersen, 
Matt Kenna, Bob Shettel, Adam Gall 
and David Lien.

The chapter was represented by Hab-
itat Watchman Greg Holm at a State 
Senate hearing for SB232, a bill that 
attempted to “grease the skids” for the 
eventual transfer of federal public lands 
to the state, to be followed by eventual 
sale/privatization … and anti-hunting 
legislation. The bill was defeated!

In addition, the chapter submitted 
comments on the Colorado Parks & 
Wildlife Strategic Plan (compiled by 
SW Regional Director Dan Parkinson). 
And Habitat Watchman Ben Rodman is 
participating in sessions for the North-
ern Front Range Recreational Sport 
Shooting Management Partnership. 
-David Lien

IDAHO
Idaho BHA is starting a Public 

Lands Watchman Program that will in-
clude National Forest and BLM lands in 
Idaho. Dan Herrig of Boise has stepped 
up to volunteer to be the chapter’s first 
public lands watchman and coordinate 
the program for us. This program has 
proven to be successful in other chap-
ters and we are excited to get it off the 
ground here in Idaho. Thanks Dan! 
Contact one of the chapter co-chairs if 
you are interested in becoming a public 
lands watchman.

May 1-3 marked the chapter’s third 
annual service weekend on the Craig 
Mountain WMA. Twenty-seven vol-
unteers showed up and planted 800 
shrubs and trees on the Laraby Meadow 
complex to help restore this stream. The 
chapter has committed to rebuilding 
the Hermit Springs Cabin that was de-
stroyed by a wildfire last summer for our 

BHA STATE CHAPTERS: 
Standing Guard Against Public 

Land Transfers Nationwide

CHAPTER NEWS
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backcountry educational opportunities, 
which included skull identification, 
fishing knot tying and a dart game high-
lighting good backcountry behavior. 

We are looking forward celebrating 
the preservation of Marias River WMA 
and the third annual state chapter cam-
pout. -John Sullivan

NEW ENGLAND
The New England chapter re-

cently began collaborating with a newly 
formed group called New Hampshire 
Trout as well as Trout Unlimited on in-
creasing the amount of waters designat-
ed as “wild trout stream” in NH. The 
first project is the Wildcat River which 
flows through Jackson, NH, has a Wild 
& Scenic River designation and has its 
headwaters in the White Mountain Na-
tional Forest. 

The chapter also supported New 
Hampshire Fish & Game’s efforts to 
end the use of chocolate in bear bait as 
it has been proven to harm bears and 
other mammals that may feed at bait 
sites. The NHF&G commission voted 
in support of this rule and the change 
should be finalized soon. Also, the state 
house committee JCLAR finalized the 
rule on drones, smart-rifles and live 
action game cameras. The law banning 
these technologies for hunting went 
into effect May 4.

In Maine, we are continuing to mon-
itor legislative activities of concern to 
BHA members. These include chang-
es in mining rules that could threaten 
brook trout habitat, and changes in 
public lands management like maximiz-
ing harvest rates to pay for activities in 
other departments and other adminis-
trative changes that would favor timber 
production over multiple-use manage-
ment.

In Vermont, the chapter cosigned a 
letter with various other conservation 
organizations urging state leaders to 
protect the important forest resources 
in that state. The letter pointed out the 
crucial role of forests to the economy, 
sportsmen, wildlife, biodiversity, the 
environment and their role in buffering 
against extreme weather events. Addi-
tionally, the letter asked that decisions 
regarding forest management should 
include a stakeholder process.

The New England Chapter also add-
ed Joe Cresta of Massachusetts to the 
board. He will represent the chapter 
in that state and will also bring valu-
able experience and connections to the 
board. He is the president of a local fly 
fishing club and has also worked exten-
sively with Project Healing Waters.

Chapter wide, both board members 
and BHA members contacted their 
representatives urging them not to sup-
port any effort to transfer or sell public 
lands. This effort was also supported by 
letters-to-the-editor and social media. 
-Corey Ellis

OREGON 
Brian Jennings spent the last few 

months interviewing experts from the 
USFWS, BLM, the conservation com-
munity, the cattle industry and more. 
The result is a video that sums up the 
issues affecting sage grouse and the hab-
itat they depend on. The video was re-
leased just a few days ahead of BLM’s 
Draft Resource Management Plan, and 
is a must-see. It can be viewed on the 
BHA website.

Count Oregon as another state that 
has banned the use of drones for hunt-
ing and scouting. The Oregon Chapter 
of BHA, along with the Oregon Hunt-
ers Association, have been vocal advo-
cates of this legislation. The bill passed 
overwhelmingly in the House and Sen-
ate, and was signed by Governor Brown 
in May. 

The US Forest Service is revising its 
Forest Management Plans. The Oregon 
Chapter provided comments on the De-
schutes, Wallowa-Whitman, Umatilla, 
and Malheur national forests. The pro-
cess is in its early stages and comments 
will be used to craft the various forest 
management alternatives.

Congratulations go out to long-time 
BHA member and supporter Karl Fin-
dling. He was appointed to the Steens 
Mountain Resource Advisory Commit-
tee. Oregon BHA is fortunate to have 
someone with Karl’s passion and com-
mitment to conservation advocating for 
this “jewel of eastern Oregon.” 

The Oregon Chapter is on track to 
host the second annual Hart Moun-
tain Rendezvous in late June. This work 
weekend will focus on improving sage 

grouse habitat by removing juniper. -Ed 
Putnam

PENNSYLVANIA
Jeff Sample – representing 

BHA and our Pennsylvania member-
ship – was interviewed by Dan Heyman 
of the Public News Service. The topic 
was support of the recent Clean Water 
Act ruling. The interview aired on the 
Keystone State News Connection May 
28, and was heard by approximately a 
half million listeners.

PA leadership has worked with lead-
ership of the New York and New En-
gland chapters to draft a proposal, for 
presentation to the BHA Board, to fur-
ther restrict the private ownership of 
native deer and elk for commercial pur-
poses. Our membership feels that this 
industry represents a real threat to our 
native deer and elk herds and should be 
reined in.

In an effort to draw new members to 
BHA, and specifically to our Northeast 
chapters, Jeff Sample manned a BHA 
table at the annual New York Bowhunt-
ers banquet and general membership 
meeting in Greenville, NY on May 17. 
Attendance during the day when the 
table was available appeared down this 
year, perhaps due to the new venue. 
Nonetheless, we feel that we got the 
BHA message out to several NYB mem-
bers who had not previously been aware 
of our organization or what we stand 
for. Three people expressed an interest 
in active contribution to the New York 
Chapter. There are plans among the PA 
and NY leadership to have a BHA pres-
ence, possibly including a 30-minute 
seminar, at next year’s event which will 
mark the 25th anniversary of the NYB 
and thus likely to be well-attended. -Jeff 
Sample

WASHINGTON
The WA Chapter held a Hunt-

er Happy Hour in Western WA. We rec-
ommended that state parks be opened 
to hunting. The chapter sent letters to 
the governor and state legislative repre-
sentatives on the language in the budget 
in opposing transfer of public lands in 
Washington. WA BHA continues to 
support the Upper Columbia United 
Tribes in the plan to bring salmon and 

steelhead back to the Upper Columbia 
River. The chapter attended the Colum-
bia River Forum to support the Colum-
bia River Treaty. Members were instru-
mental in the tracking and removal of 
a nuisance bear just north of the City 
of Spokane. The drone issue is now fi-
nally on the radar. We are working with 
state agencies and the fish and game 
advisory council on banning drones for 
hunting and scouting. The Spokesman 
Review outdoor section had two articles 
on Women in Hunting and Women in 
Fly Fishing, featuring BHA members. 
Chapter members will soon be on a 
panel for the Umatilla National Forest, 
concerning forest access. -Bob Mirasole

 
WYOMING

WY BHA has been very ac-
tive and busy the last few months. We 
continue to work on the transfer of 
public lands issues and had several let-
ters-to-the-editor printed in newspapers 
across the state. We have also been in 
contact with state and national legisla-

tors regarding this issue.
We had a meeting with USFS Lara-

mie District Ranger to discuss the past 
two years of buck and rail fencing on 
Pole Mountain. That project has been 
successfully completed and motorized 
users are honoring the closures. Since 
this project is done, WY BHA has ad-
opted the Snowy Range Lakes trail for 
yearly clean-up and sign maintenance. 
WY BHA also worked with the USFS 
and WYGF to complete a sign project 
in the Snowy Range. WY BHA donated 
the initial $3500 for the project which 
leveraged another $3400 to make the 
project possible. 

WY BHA was successful in getting 
the use of aircraft/drones for scouting 
and hunting banned in Wyoming from 
Aug. 1 to Jan. 31. The new regulations 
will go into effect in 2016. In regard to 
GF regulation, we also found an error in 
the Wyoming big game drawing process 
which would have cost Wyoming resi-
dent elk hunters about 300 LQ elk tags. 
Buzz Hettick and Jeff Muratore worked 

with GF leadership and those tags will 
be issued for the 2015 season. WYBHA 
is also working on a long-term solution 
to address this issue so it doesn’t happen 
again.

WY BHA recently donated $500 to 
the Wyoming Game and Fish Access Yes 
program. Jerry Egge and Trevor Herr-
man presented the check to WYGF Di-
rector Scott Talbott, stressing our com-
mitment to providing public access for 
hunting and fishing in Wyoming.

WY BHA is planning on hosting two 
hunting film tour events this fall, one in 
Laramie and one in Cheyenne. Emmett 
Nelson and Jerry Egge have taken the 
lead on the film tours and we are expect-
ing successful events. 

Last but not least, WY BHA would 
like to welcome Janet Marschner to the 
board. Janet brings a lot of outdoor and 
political experience and knowledge to 
WY BHA. Welcome Janet! 
-Buzz Hettick
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I OWN A LOT of wild game cookbooks. 
Most of them suggest braising, broiling or 
hours of crock-potting to get wild game to 
a palatable level. These recipes are all well 
and good but are clearly written for the 
hunter or angler who has returned home 
with his or her meat. As one who spends 
as much time as possible in the backcoun-
try, I need recipes that don’t require a full 
kitchen so I may enjoy the fruits of my 
harvest while I am still in the field.

When it comes to preparing trout, 
we’ve all had pan-fried trout, trout-on-
a-stick and trout with butter and lemon 
wrapped in aluminum and thrown in the 
fire. They’re all great. But, as a Montanan 
who was accidentally born in southern 
California, I grew up eating fresh seafood 
and fantastic Mexican dishes. My taste 
buds need something a little different. I 
love a flavor that elicits swaying palms, 
toes in the sand and bikinis – and I just 
recently found the answer I was looking 

This summer, skip the stove and wood to make backcountry trout, SoCal style.

for: Backcountry Ceviche. 
Ceviche (suh-vee-chey) is made from 

fresh, raw fish cured in citrus juices.  The 
citric acid “cooks” the fish through dena-
turation, similar to the results produced 
by heat. To ensure safe and delicious cev-
iche, one should always use freshly 
caught fish.  So, after you’ve 
landed four or five backcoun-
try trout, remove the skins 
and the bones. Take the 
flaky fish flesh and throw 
it into a bowl. Add ample 
lime juice so that the fish 
is essentially soaking in the 
citrus. Let it soak until the fish 
turns from pink to white. Add diced 
hot peppers, chopped cilantro, salt and 
maybe even a little avocado. Bring along 
some chips or crackers for scooping and 
BOOM!  

It’s important to note that the taste of 
your backcountry ceviche improves as the 
distance from the nearest road increases. 

As the West grows hotter and drier, cev-
iche becomes the perfect complement to 

Forest Service rules that prohibit fires.  
Talk to serious backcountry hunters 

and anglers and they’ll rattle off the typi-
cal food that they pack for a trip into wild 
country. Most lists include salami, trail 
mix or dehydrated meals, and these are 

great for packing calories and getting 
the job done. But, what about 

when you want something 
different, something flavor-
ful and unique, or some-
thing to impress your back-
country camp mates? For 
me, the answer is a bunch of 

limes to make trout ceviche. 

After growing up in Southern Cal-
ifornia, Grant spent 12 years as a wildlife 
tech doing everything from grizzly bear 
hair collection and spotted owl monitoring 
to eradicating feral pigs on an island off the 
coast of California. He now works as the de-
velopment associate at BHA and spends his 
free time hunting, fishing and floating with 
his wife and two hounds.

BY GRANT ALBAN

BACKCOUNTRY BISTRO

Read more 
about out-of-

kitchen food prep at 
backcountry
hunters.org.
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GEORGE HUNKER, WELL-SEASONED RIVER GUIDE 
and fly fishing instructor extraordinaire, once told me, “For all the discussion of equipment, fly selection 

and casting technique, I’ve found nothing is as important to my fishing success as being where the fish 
are.” His point is so obvious that, like the proverbial forest hidden among the trees, it’s often overlooked. 

The same basic principle is true of fishing as an institution. Perhaps no other factor is as important to 
participation in, and thus the perpetuation of, our beloved pastime as access to fishable water. Yet, as 

anglers, we regularly invest more time, energy and financial resources into tips, tricks and tackle than we 
do ensuring our right to use them. That’s an oversight we no longer can afford to make. In fact, given the 
financial strength and legal sophistication of those seeking to privatize our rivers – i.e., exclude us from 
wading, dropping anchor, portaging or otherwise utilizing stream beds and banks – it’s a small miracle 

that workaday sportsmen and -women have places left to fish at all.

Beds, Banks 
and Big 
Money: 

Navigating the 
Stream Access Debate

BY MATTHEW COPELAND
PHOTOS BY BRYAN HUSKEY

The brown drake hatches on Idaho’s Silver Creek make 
for some of the best publicly accessible spring creek 
fishing in the country.
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was sold to the public as simply a clarification of the Utah Su-
preme Court’s unanimous ruling “that the scope of the [naviga-
ble stream] easement provides the public the right to float, hunt, 
fish, and participate in all lawful activities that utilize the water.” 
Sure, the public absolutely has the right to use the stream bed of 
any navigable waterway, agreed the legislation. But, just to clarify, 
from here on, only the Jordan, Green, Colorado, Bear and parts 
of the White River qualify as navigable. 

With the final “aye” and a quick stroke of Gov. Herbert’s pen, 
HB 141 removed 2700 miles of previously fishable water from 
the public domain.

Twenty-seven hundred miles … gone, just like that.
The bald-faced land grab rests on the shakiest of legal founda-

tions. In fact, arguments in the Provo River case – that the 2010 
legislation amounts to both a give-away of public resources, and 
thus a violation of the legislature’s public trust obligation, and 
that it violates Article XVII of the Utah State Constitution which 
states “the use of any of the waters in this State for any useful or 
beneficial purpose, are hereby recognized and confirmed”  – have 
been well received. The fourth and final hearing is scheduled for 
Aug. 26, 2015.

Meanwhile, lock-outs on individual stretches of Utah water are 
being challenged on a case-by-case basis. A landmark victory this 
April restored public use to part of the Weber River and set a 
precedent by overturning the state’s non-navigable designation on 

the grounds of historic use. In theory, the Weber River case could 
be used to reassert the public’s rights to any state stream that ever 
supported a log drive or floated a jug of milk to market. 

It’s an encouraging win, but until the legal wrangling is done, 
the burden and expense of reclaiming rights will rest on hunters, 
anglers and other river enthusiast – and many a favorite fishing 
hole will remain off-limits.

Wade fishing remains off limits in much of Wyoming, too, 
where adjacent landowners own to the midpoint of the riverbed. 
Dropping anchor is considered trespassing wherever a river or 
stream crosses private property. Don’t even think about getting 
out of the boat. Boaters are allowed to touch bottom for the pur-
poses of safe navigation – pushing your craft from the shallows, 
say, or portaging a canoe through a dangerous rapid – which is 
scant consolation until one considers Wyoming’s neighbor to the 
south.

Colorado anglers have even fewer rights. The basic legal re-
gime is the same as in Wyoming, with the stream beds and banks 
considered private property. But Coloradans’ access is challenged 
further by severely restricted navigability designations. The Colo-
rado Supreme Court has declared twice that the Colorado River 
between Grand Junction and the Utah state line is the only nav-
igable water in the state. The courts and legislature have other-
wise failed to take a stance. That leaves local law enforcement to 
interpret as best they can. It also leaves boaters bumping boulders 

This threat to our fishing opportunity is as complex as it is per-
sistent – a fact that makes it difficult for Joe and Jane Q. Public to 
hold the line. But a little background information can go a long 
way…  

Access to flowing water – the right to use the waterway, inde-
pendent of and wholly separate from any claim to the water itself 
– is and always has been extremely valuable.  Moving water pow-
ers cities, grows food, extracts minerals, enables manufacturing, 
sells pricey real estate and transports the produce of the world’s 
largest economy. The A-list of critical industries has had a lot of 
skin in the moving water game since colonial time.

It is a testament to the democratic ideals of our founders that 
control of such priceless resources weren’t simply divvied up at the 
outset and doled out to the rich and powerful, per the European 
model. Instead, navigable waterways were generally reserved in 
our federal model as part of the public domain to be used by 
anyone.

But sharing, as any preschooler can tell you, is sometimes diffi-
cult, and the wisdom of this arrangement hasn’t exactly been uni-
versally appreciated. As a result, access rights to America’s stream 
beds and banks have been hotly contested since before the ink 
dried on our constitution. 

Most of that squabbling happens in state legislatures and courts 
where, aside from those pieces of water managed for interstate 
commerce, each state determines its own regulations. And, just 

like on the playground, there are bullies trying to take away what’s 
yours.

These particular bullies aren’t interested in your lunch money. 
They want your river rights. And instead of sticks and stones, they 
mostly use two legal levers to pry you off the water. Through lit-
igation in the courts and lobbying in state legislatures, they take 
aim at the definition of “navigable” and try to rewrite what rights 
navigability affords the public.

Utah is a perfect – if unfortunate – example of the heavy-hand-
ed use of both mechanisms, and it serves as a stark reminder of 
just what’s at stake. 

In June 2000, Kevin and Jodi Conatser dropped their raft into 
the Weber River and headed downstream for a day on the water. 
They’d put in at a public access point and were floating a public 
river. But when Kevin stepped from the raft to wade fish a stretch 
of the Weber that crosses a private ranch, he and Jodi were slapped 
with criminal trespass charges. A drawn out, and expensive, series 
of legal challenges ultimately found the charges to be baseless, but 
the eight-year judicial ordeal served to intimidate other would-be 
anglers from waters statewide. It also emboldened public access 
opponents, and it gave special interests time to fuel-up the lob-
bying machine. 

In 2010 that machine was set in motion. Utah House Bill 141 
– passed with vocal and well-organized support from the realtor 
association, farm bureau and assorted resort ranch operations – 

It’s impossible to fish small water like this without 
access to stream banks or the river bed, rights 
that are being stripped from fishermen across the 
western United States.
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“TODAY, THE CONTINUED 
SURVIVAL OF HUNTING AND 

FISHING DEPENDS ON YOU AND 
ME. EXCLUSION IS NO LONGER 

UNIMAGINABLE. IT’S HAPPENING 
WHOLESALE, ALL OVER THE 

COUNTRY, AND IT WON’T STOP OF 
ITS OWN ACCORD.” 

elsewhere at risk of being criminally charged.
New Mexico law was long believed to be similarly restrictive. 

In a rare bright spot for access trends, though, New Mexico At-
torney General Gary King issued an April 2014 opinion stating, 
“No, a private landowner can not prevent persons from fishing in 
a public stream that flows across the landowner’s property.” Such 
a straightforward declaration by the state’s ranking law officer – 
accompanied as it was by six pages of supporting legal citations 
– is a clear cut, slam dunk victory for anglers, right? One can be 
forgiven for assuming so. But the New Mexico Game Commis-
sion responded with a year of conspicuous silence and continued 
enforcement of the status quo. Then, on March 20, 2015, the 
second to last day of the legislative session, 32 New Mexican Rep-
resentatives voted to codify limited access, passing Senate Bill 226 
by a single vote.

Many legal experts suspect that SB 226 may be unconstitu-
tional. In practical terms, though, constitutionality only matters 
if rank and file New Mexicans can come up with the time and 
the dime to fight for their rights. That’s 
no small task in a state with the eighth 
lowest median income in the U.S.

The New Mexico Wildlife Federa-
tion’s Joel Gay sums up the situation 
nicely. “We don’t have a lot of water 
here in New Mexico. It would be really 
nice to be able to fish the resources that 
our supreme court says we have a right 
to fish.”

Joel’s frustration owes in part to the 
fact that it doesn’t have to be this way. 
There are better solutions. Idaho, for example, recognized the 
potential for conflict that lurked in legal uncertainty and, in a 
laudable bit of legislative forethought, set the gold standard for 
Western stream access laws back in 1970s. To head off future ar-
gument, they defined as “navigable” any stream that could float a 
log 6 feet long and 6 inches in diameter – effectively adopting the 
federal standard. The same law explicitly opened the beds of all 
navigable streams to public use. If navigability is ever in question, 
the good people of Idaho just drop in a log and see if she floats. 
That seems simple and fair enough to me.

Montana adopted similar legislation in the 1980s. Today the 
right of Montanans and visitors to wade or float nearly every 
stream that can be reached without trespassing enjoys widespread 
public support, though that hasn’t deterred a long line of land 
grabbers in the least. Bad access bills appear in the state legislature 
almost every year. “We had to beat back one bill in 2013 that 
would have disqualified [as navigable] any stream with an irriga-
tion structure,” explained BHA Executive Director and lifelong 
Montanan Land Tawney. 

Quick question: Can you name a river in Montana without an 
irrigation structure?

Some private sector access opponents, like cable magnate James 
Cox Kennedy, don’t bother trying to rewrite the law. Mr. Kenne-
dy, it seems, is content instead to violate the laws we’ve already got 
by barring use of public entry points, like roads and bridges. Such 
strategies may be galling in their arrogance, but that doesn’t mean 
they’re ineffective, and they’re not unique to the Ruby River. By 

placing the onus on the public – deeming us trespassers until 
proven innocent – the fence ’em out approach effectively gives the 
sporting community two choices: duke it out with a well funded 
team of lawyers and lobbyists, or tuck tail and forfeit our rights. 

In January 2014 the Montana Supreme Court ruled in favor of 
access in the “Ruby River Case,” but not before the public spent 
untold time, energy and money fighting to regain what was al-
ready ours.

I’m encouraged that many of the best American access laws are 
found where private land ownership has the longest history and 
public land is the scarcest – in the East. In North Carolina, for 
example, if a stream can float a boat, it’s navigable. And if it’s 
navigable, it’s explicitly open to recreational activities like boating, 
swimming, fishing and wading. 

Of course, most Eastern states’ laws date to an era when hunt-
ing and fishing weren’t considered “recreational activities” or pur-
sued by a passionate few. Outdoor sport was, instead, an inviola-
ble right, a fundamental aspect of our culture and a staple of our 

ways of life. The idea that one citizen 
could exclude another from the river 
was nearly unimaginable. 

Our traditions, and the opportunities 
on which they depend, have persisted 
thanks to the vigilance, dedication and 
sacrifice of the sportsmen and -women 
conservationists who came before us. 
Today, the continued survival of hunt-
ing and fishing depends on you and me. 
Exclusion is no longer unimaginable. 
It’s happening wholesale, all over the 

country, and it won’t stop of its own accord. 
Do you know the letter of the stream access laws where you live, 

or travel to fish?  Do you know who’s working behind the scenes 
to write you out of them? For most of us, the honest answer to 
both questions is no. The folks who’d rather not see us on the river 
are counting on it staying that way.

For my part, I can’t help but think back to a conversation I 
had with my dad 24 years ago. An older, bigger, stronger kid on 
my football team was making locker-room life unbearable. Dad 
offered to intervene, if I wanted, but he also made it clear that I 
couldn’t expect the situation to actually improve until I stood up 
and dealt with it myself. 

It was a tough lesson, and hard learned, but I’m grateful for it. 
Because as the father of a preschooler, I’m also looking forward to 
what I hope is an entirely different conversation. Someday, when 
my little guy comes looking for fishing help, I plan to give him the 
best advice I’ve ever heard. 

I’ll tell him to go where the fish are.
And I’ll be damned if anyone is going to stop him.

Matthew is a BHA member and lifelong public lands user and 
devotee. He’s worked in business development, outdoor education and 
public lands conservation. Today he splits his time between exploring 
open country and writing about what he finds there.
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Grayling at this altitude usually take a fly the second it hits the 
water. Within ten minutes I release eight fish. Not trophies, but at 
11 to 13 inches, what more can you ask? Watching the sun dance 
across their iridescent, sail-like dorsals is a magical sight to behold 
regardless of size. I stop counting fish and just enjoy the nearly 
constant action. By dusk, the wrappings on my caddis have spun 
off the hook.

Ice-out came late last year. Not until the third week of July 
could I make it to the first of several lakes I planned to fish that 
summer. Promise held high that with a healthy snow pack, my 
alpine angling jaunts wouldn’t be preempted by wildfire. 

Two weeks later found me hiking up to a well-known-but-
tough-to-get-to chain of alpine lakes at the north end of Mon-
tana’s Madison Range. My first alpine fishing experiences were 
here, in the Lee Metcalf Wilderness, northwest of Yellowstone 
National Park. Returning after six years feels like coming home. 
Here Yellowstone cutthroat trout cruise the banks, steadily gulp-
ing whatever they find in front of them. Above timberline, I can’t 
help but feel I’m almost touching heaven. 

Time has left its mark since my last trek into this basin. A swath 
of whitebark pine and Engelmann spruce I’d found comforting 
shade in a few years prior were laid waste by a violent windstorm 
that swept through last fall. Weather at 9000 feet can be cata-
strophic. Hurricane-force winds arrive 
out of nowhere. Any tree not securely 
rooted in the shallow soil or weak from 
drought and blister rust will readily up-
root or snap at its base.  

As summer warmed and snow re-
ceded up to the peaks, so too had the 
hordes of mosquitoes emerged in this 
basin. My only escape lay in my rain gear and a bug net over my 
head. A hard shell is a preferable barrier to biting insects than 
DEET, in my semi-informed opinion.

All thoughts of the bloodsucking midges and mosquitoes 
quickly fade as I catch sight of the particular lake in the chain that 
holds the big ones. On only the third cast, a violent swirl envelops 
my little caddis. My click-pawl drag hums like a mosquito as the 
fat, 17-inch cutt takes off for the center of the lake. He lets off 
and I reel up some slack. With his tail slicing the surface, the rod 
bends forward again. I ease him into the shallows, unhooking and 
feeling the fish’s heft, then letting go. 

After catching several more good fish, my thoughts turn to din-
ner. Adequate rations hang in the bear bag, but to hike this far 
and not savor fresh protein? Inconceivable. The big lake nearest 
camp holds higher numbers of smaller fish, averaging 13 inches 
– perfect eating size. In half an hour, I have a limit of pan-sized 
trout ready for the coals. I clean dinner at the lake’s edge well away 
from camp, leaving the skin and heads attached. Putting my hand 
to my nose, my fingers smell like fish. I put quite a few to hand 
today and finished it off with cleaning a limit. Wrapping the fish 
in foil, I carry them back to the cook fly 100 yards from camp and 
leave the guts to keep the bears guessing.

After adding some Creole seasoning and butter buds to the 
trout for good measure, I place them in the coals. Seven minutes 
and dinner is ready. The skin peels off with ease, and white meat 
nearly melts off the fork. Alpenglow shimmers off the west-facing 

peaks above while I dine on fresh cutthroat, intermittently sip-
ping a titanium tumbler of Canadian Hunter whiskey. Settling 
into my bivy for the night, I listen to a light evening breeze sifting 
through the conifers.

High country angling is challenging sport but in a different way 
than most trout fishing. For the most part, the work lies in get-
ting there and enduring the elements. Due to the feast-or-famine 
nature of high mountain ecosystems, fish are often eager to take a 
fly. But this isn’t always the case. One fish that dwells on high, and 
requires some doing to get to – and after you’ve nearly killed your-
self to get to its haunts – can and will frustrate the most skilled 
and patient of anglers. Regardless of size, golden trout embody 
grit, danger and hardship – and demand the same from an angler. 

Fishing to golden trout begins with setting foot on the trail. My 
final high country angling destination of the summer hides in the 
vast, rugged Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness. The goal: catch a 
golden trout. Any golden trout. It seems autumn will arrive early 
as I set out on that late August afternoon. Gaining elevation, I 
soon find myself trying to navigate a narrow, uneven trail tran-
secting a steep scree slope in dense fog. It rains the entire way up 
and the air has more of a bite than a week ago. I know generally 
where I am going, but the fog has become so thick I decide it best 
to pitch camp once the trail levels out and wait until morning. 

Rain continues through the night. 
The next morning, skies clear and a 

blanket of frost covers the ground. This 
is some of the most spectacular high 
country I’ve ever seen. Craggy peaks 
with patches of snow reflect on placid, 
emerald water. This lake is certainly in-
viting and no doubt holds fish, but not 

the fish I’m looking for. My destination lies beyond a scree-strewn 
pass over which no trail crosses. I’m only halfway there. Orien-
teering and determination will carry me the rest of the way.

The charted course to my gold mine proves brutal. I spend 
most of the morning traversing large boulders and scree slides 
with 40 extra pounds attached to me. The edges of the rocks are 
razor-sharp granite, and a stumble could have disastrous results. 
At one point, my foot slips and one of these knife-edged stones 
chiseles a canoe out of my shin. Luckily, it isn’t too deep. After 
moving through this gauntlet I can see the top of the pass. Crest-
ing over, I gaze down below to see the lake I’ve been looking for. 
A deep blue gem in the shape of an arrowhead at the bottom of a 
talus slope, improbably perched on a thin shelf above a high cliff. 
This is a golden trout lake. 

The few lakes in Montana known to harbor trophy goldens 
usually lie in very rugged terrain. The lakes were stocked by Fish, 
Wildlife & Parks, however, the ones that took off as legitimate 
golden fisheries are the ones that can’t be reached by most people. 
As golden trout are difficult to hook, many anglers in the early 
days of the fish stocking program would hike to easily accessible 
lakes stocked with goldens. Many did not meet with success as the 
usual methods typically don’t work. Thinking no fish existed in 
said lake, well-intentioned but shortsighted fishermen would in-
troduce rainbow trout. Being members of the same genus, golden 
trout hybridize easily with rainbows, and a good many early fish-
eries in Montana were ruined this way. Thus, the ones that thrived 

PROSPECTING
FOR GOLD
BY MATT WEMPLE

“REGARDLESS OF SIZE, GOLDEN 
TROUT EMBODY GRIT, DANGER 

AND HARDSHIP –  AND DEMAND 
THE SAME FROM AN ANGLER. ” 

Alec Underwood photo

AFTER STRINGING UP THE SIX-PIECE FIVE-WEIGHT, I tie on a #16 gray elk hair caddis – the workhorse 
of high country anglers. There is no need to worry much about finesse on a body of water like this. 
No excuse for not doing it right, though. The fish deserve no less. The fly drops gently towards the 

shimmering surface of this glacial cirque. Even before the fly alights, a bullet-shaped silhouette shoots 
from the depths. In an instant, a splash erupts around the bug. 

Line tight, fish on. 
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were the ones that were practically inaccessible to most fishermen.  
After a slow and deliberate descent from the pass, my feet hit 

flat ground. It looks like my hard work will be rewarded with 
clear, bluebird skies and a calm breeze. As I drop my pack, the 
wind hits my sweat-soaked back providing a quick cool down. I 
quickly pitch camp with plans to fish until dark.

Golden trout fishing is slow fishing. Knowing this, I resolve 
to be patient. The trick, a more experienced angler told me, is to 
dead drift an olive drab scud with a tiny dropper (Brassie, Ser-
endipity, etc.) at the end of a 15-foot leader below an indicator. 
Following this advice, I make my first cast into the blue-green 
glacial abyss. Thirty-five minutes pass before my indicator slowly 
creeps under. Tip up, nothing tugs back. I repeated this process 
several times. Each 
time the indicator 
goes down after a a 
long wait. Not the 
most exciting tactic 
but effective none-
theless. Let’s face it, 
unconventional fish 
require unconven-
tional methods. 
Goldens will spit 
out a hook faster 
than anything. At 
dusk I sit dejected, 
no fish to hand. 

A distinct, crisp 
chill fills the air the 
next morning. The 
puddles in the bog-
gy grass near the in-
let carry a thin sheet 
of ice. The slope just 
behind camp catch-
es the first warm 
rays of sun. While I 
sip coffee, a healthy 
mule deer buck, still sporting velvet, prances through camp. A 
true backcountry buck, he doesn’t seem to be afraid of me. Has he 
seen a man before? The muley’s naïveté underscores just how far I 
have gone in search of one fish. 

Mid morning finds me at the bottom of the talus, gazing at 
my indicator. When it finally goes down after 29 minutes, I feel a 
heavy tug. Hook-up! Almost disbelief! The reel screams as the fish 
takes off on a dead run and dives. Then it comes close enough to 
the surface for me to catch the sun reflecting off its golden flank 
before diving again. As fast as the fight began, my line goes slack. 
The fish is off. This induces a mild adreline dump. Hours of sheer 
boredom interrupted by seconds of exhilaration. That trout had 
to be in the 16-inch range. I got a little bit of what I was looking 
for. But, given yesterday’s luck, I tell myself this is a step in the 
right direction. 

Recovering from the loss, I make another cast into the wind 
and watch the leader sink as the line drifts slowly. Twenty minutes 
pass before my indicator dunks again. No way I’m going to lose 
this one. I don’t care about size – I just want to see a golden trout. 

I land the glowing, 12-inch fish. It isn’t the trophy that escaped 

me but still symbolic of a truly challenging angling adventure. 
The most beautiful fish I’ve ever laid eyes on, it is much less speck-
led than other trout with only a few black spots to the rear of the 
dorsal. A distinctly metallic golden hue runs along the flanks with 
a pink overlay. Perhaps the most distinct feature is the milky red 
underbelly. After brief admiration, I return the fish to its deep, 
cold home.

I break down my rod for the final time of the summer. Shoulder-
ing my pack, I take one last good look at the little lake I’d dreamed 
of fishing and worked so hard to reach. As I head back down 
through the boulders and scree, thoughts of the angling summer 
drift through my head. At the beginning, all I wanted to do was 
get out and fish the high country. It had been a few years since 

I could really get 
at it. I realize how 
lucky I am to live 
where I do and to 
be able to expe-
rience wilderness 
fishing out my 
backdoor. I leave 
each of these lakes 
with a new appre-
ciation for this fact 
and for the unique 
species I brought to 
hand. I don’t think 
much of the fact 
that if I want to, 
I can return next 
summer. The fun-
ny thing is, none of 
us know whether  
we have next sum-
mer or next week, 
for that matter. 
This could well be 
the last time I have 
a backcountry fish-

ing summer like this. I’ll never be as young as I am now. The 
weather and fishing conditions will never be the same either. For 
those reasons, I must live in the present and enjoy every fleeting, 
alpine moment to the fullest. Those of us who value and spend 
time in backcountry are truly blessed indeed. 

 Matt started chasing fish at age three in the backwaters of his 
native Louisiana. He now chases them atop the alpine backcountry 
near his home in Southwest Montana. When not hunting or fishing 
he is either writing or reading. Matt’s work has appeared in Bugle, 
Fur-Fish-Game, Montana Sporting Journal, Mule Deer Foundation 
Magazine, Sports Afield, Traditional Bowhunter, Trapper and Pred-
ator Caller.
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Backcountry Beyond the Horizon

Kayak Shark Fishing off Long Island, New York
Story and Images by Ben Yeager

I SAT ON A DOUBLE KAYAK with my friend Joe Boy, our 
eyes focused on the bunker pods out to sea and the sharks I in-
sisted were under them. I couldn’t help but glance back at the 
lifeguard’s son on the beach, maybe 10 years old, brokenheartedly 
watching us paddle away. His father had told me fishing was his 
life, but I already knew that.

It had been mine too when I was that age: wanting nothing 
more than to fish, to hook some powerful leviathan that would 
take me for a ride. Unfortunately for him, today was not his day. 
He didn’t understand yet that fishing is a lifelong progression on 
which you build your knowledge and your arsenal of equipment 
and habits and ideas, until you actually know what you are doing. 
For many it takes an entire lifetime.

My fascination began in earnest when my family went on va-
cation to the Bahamas. I spent hours sitting with my bowl cut 
and khaki shorts by the edge of the pier, catching snapper after 
snapper on a flimsy plastic hand line rig called a Cuban Yoyo. 

I’d gasp in awe every time a nurse shark glided by. So I live-lined 
one of my tiny snappers, and got hooked for life when I felt that 
powerful tug. The nurse always snapped the line immediately, but 
I never intended to land it.

Since then, I slip into episodes of fishing monomania just as 
easily as other people get excessively competitive over a pickup 
basketball game. I still haven’t experienced the real deal, say, mako 
fishing or spearing a giant tuna in blue water. That’s why I didn’t 
feel bad for the kid. When it comes to fishing, you don’t always 
get what you want. 

The bow of the kayak rode low in the water under Joe Boy’s 
weight. “Joe Boy” is one of those childhood nicknames that just 
stick. But now he’s the size of a pro linebacker, so it seems ironic; 
he should be Joe Man. We paddled hard out to sea, searching for 
the thousands of Atlantic menhanden discoloring the water and 
breaking the surface in intermittent leaps. Sometimes they breach 
all at once with a great whoosh that spikes my blood pressure. 

That means something is chasing them.
As we paddled out, the cottages of Fire Island, a barrier off of 

New York’s Long Island, got smaller and smaller. It made sense we 
didn’t take the lifeguard’s son with us. His father would freak out 
when our orange kayak disappeared beyond the horizon. I felt re-
lieved as the throngs of July beachgoers sank into the sea, leaving 
an enveloping silence that emphasized our remoteness. My relief 
turned to a jittery vertigo, as if we’d left a familiar world for a 
strange one where nobody could help us. We could see for three 
or four miles to the horizon line, but not another soul.

I spotted the thrashing turbulence of agitated bunker, and we 
settled the kayak upwind of them. Thousands of fish swirled be-
neath us in organized circles with their mouths open, covering a 
50-foot stretch. I didn’t care about anything else but what might 
be underneath the baitfish. I sent a treble hook out into the fray 
and ripped it back to the boat until I felt weight and wiggle on the 
other end, the pressure of a snagged bunker.

I stuck the bait on the new Cuban Yoyo reflective of my 24-year-
old self: a sturdy acrylic spool with 150-pound test (so it wouldn’t 
break or tangle), and two 60-pound steel leaders attached to one 
weighted treble. I hooked him through the upper lip, and set him 
back into the bait ball.

After a violent tug, I pulled up an empty hook. We lost fish 
after fish with no real evidence that anything was eating them. 
Bunker flesh is soft, like clay, and doesn’t stay hooked. I snagged 
another bunker. The school dove and didn’t resurface. The sea was 
like a mirror, a glaring desert and the air a vacuum. We lounged 
languidly, the line clasped gently in my fingers. I felt the fish 
dancing on the other end. Joe shot me skeptical looks.

A sleek brown blur, barely visible, glided beneath the boat. Joe 
Boy perked up. The shark came right up to the kayak. It swayed 
confidently, and then disappeared. Then, a series of vicious pulls 
followed by an extended one. The free line piled on my waist be-
gan to peel out. Line looped around my fingers. I yelped in pain, 
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and out of concern, Joe Boy let out a string 
of panicked obscenities.

I freed my fingers and the fish ran, tak-
ing out most of the 200 yards of line. Like 
a puppeteer, I slowly worked it back in. 
It rapidly changed direction several times 
and towed the kayak toward shore. When 
it was right beneath us but not yet visible, 
I felt a pang of anticipation, an uncertainty 
that any fisherman can understand.

The blacktip came gleaming into view. 
“It’s a shark! It’s a shark!” I said. It was 
about five feet long, with a metallic brown 
sheen. Then I realized we had no camera. 
This was all pretty novel to me at the time, 
and the little boy inside took over: We 
needed a photo as proof. Joe Boy looked 
at me, at his house on the shoreline, and 
then at me again.

“Are you serious?”
I kept the shark by the kayak, and Joe 

Boy, the ox, paddled us back to shore. The 
shark swam alongside. Before long we were 
within swimming distance, and saw a tiny, 
expectant figure standing on the beach. It 
was the lifeguard’s son. 

“Catch anything?” 

I gestured to the thrashing shark next to 
our kayak. The boy’s mouth hung open. 
I told Joe that one of us needed to jump 
overboard, swim to shore, get the camera 
from Joe’s house on the beach, and come 
back out on a stand-up paddleboard. I 
gave him the offer: hold the shark and re-
move the hook, or swim for the camera. 

“Are you kidding me, Ben?” He said 
with a fiery indignation. “No.” He dove 
over the side of the kayak, swimming exag-
gerated strokes with his long arms toward 
shore. I half-expected the shark to lunge 
at him.

I made courteous eye contact with the 
lifeguard’s son and got my pliers out for 
when Joe came back. When Joe returned, 
we took our photo, and I pulled out the 
hook. The shark blasted out to sea like a 
rocket. The whole ordeal didn’t take more 
than three minutes, and the shark never 
left the water. The lifeguard’s son and I 
looked at each other reverently, acknowl-
edging the milestone that had just passed. 

Over the next month, I began to love 
that isolation and spent every free moment 
on the kayak. My family began to think I 

was an oddball for spending entire week-
ends far enough out to see the curvature of 
the island, where the occasional humpback 
whale, huge, gasping beasts, dove beneath 
me. “Out there” is a place for meditation, 
a watery backcountry where I can see the 
distant melee of a Long Island summer 
weekend – crowds, lifeguard chairs, vol-
leyball games, beach umbrellas – but hear 
nothing. I’m only 40 miles from Man-
hattan, but sitting atop a swirling ball of 
thousands of fish under assault by sharks 
and whales, I feel very much a part of the 
food chain. The malaise of a life spent in 
concrete geometry evaporates. Nothing 
cleanses the mind and staves off the de-

mons like attention only on the sensation 
at your fingertips – and the expectation 
that you never really know what might 
surface in front of you. For that reason, I 
upgraded to a trolling rod.

My family’s – and the community’s – 
concern grew along with my new obses-
sion. “You go out how far exactly?” “What 
if it tips you over?” “Has Ben gone off the 
reservation?” My mother and I debated for 
hours. She would ask sarcastically: “Re-
mind me how what you’re doing isn’t dan-
gerous, again?” I couldn’t come up with a 
satisfactory answer for her.

On a calm, overcast day around Labor 
Day, the sea a gelatinous gray, I caught a 
bluefish on my first cast and hooked it up 
through the nostril. It jumped three times 
as I towed it out to sea until the water 
turned the kind of cosmic blue in which 
big things can swim beneath you undetect-
ed. Out to sea again, where your kayak is 
your entire world, where you are an insect 
clinging to a stick.

I sat for hours with the fish twitching 
deep below, hearing nothing but water lap-
ping against the boat and the wind whis-
tling through the braided line like an eerie 
wind chime. Finally, I felt that something 
had taken interest in the bluefish. A series 
of little tugs, then the rod tip dipped deep 

into the water with that wonderful buzz-
ing sound of drag. You don’t get that on 
the hand line. The force pulled the kayak 
broadside. 

We fought for an hour. I let it run 
and run. Finally the creature emerged, 
the brown blur. When I brought it up, 
it thrashed, slapped, and then sounded 
again. The line peeled away. It was another 
10 minutes to bring it back to the kayak. It 
was a sandbar shark. Then I measured it: a 
little more than double my 36 inch leader, 
about seven feet, nearly three quarters the 
length of the 12-foot kayak. I marveled at 
its girth, its broad head, big eyes and steep 
dorsal fin. The hook hung in its mouth like 
a lip piercing, and the shark rocked to and 
fro as if hydraulic. I tried to remove the 
hook with a pair of pliers, but the shark’s 
jaws snapped loudly like a bear trap. I used 
the kayak paddle to wedge into the hook 
and pop it out. The shark lurched away.

There was no photographic evidence 
this time; over the course of the summer 
I’d stopped caring. As I paddled slowly 
back to shore, self-satisfied, I saw the life-
guard’s son on the beach. I yard-saled in 
the surf, and he helped me collect my gear.

“Did you catch anything?” he asked, 
trying to control his excitement.

“No,” I said. “Just a bluefish.”
I don’t know why I didn’t tell him about 

the shark. Maybe I didn’t want him to feel 
left out again. More likely, I didn’t want 
him to think it was easy. I didn’t want him 
to think that when you’re older you can al-
ways go fishing, always catch something, 
and that your friends and family will al-
ways understand. I wanted him to think 
that even 15 years from now, sometimes 
he won’t catch anything, or his father or 
mother or girlfriend won’t let him go out, 
or his tackle will break, or he’ll have school 
or work, or the weather won’t cooperate. 
Although I have yet to get a trophy shark, 
maybe I’ll have my day. And the lifeguard’s 
son will have his. 

Ben is an editorial fellow at Outside Mag-
azine. After graduating from Columbia 
Journalism School, he reported for the Cordo-
va Times in Cordova, Alaska. He is an avid 
sailor, surfer and fisherman.

“OUT TO SEA AGAIN, 
WHERE YOUR KAYAK IS 
YOUR ENTIRE WORLD, 
WHERE YOU ARE AN 

INSECT CLINGING 
TO A STICK.”
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INVOLVE THE 
FAMILY

If you don’t have support from 
the family it’s going to be an up-
hill battle. Find an event the entire 
family can be involved in. I like fam-
ily-oriented 5Ks and fun walks, even 
10Ks and half marathons. Incorporate the family on short 
runs and hikes where you can focus on their needs and, above 
all, simply get outside. 

Real life training is a huge moti-
vator. Expand the hunt outside big 
game season by including predator hunting, shed hunting, 
upland birds or backcountry fishing to keep yourself in the 
field for practical training. This not only hones your skills 
but also keeps your legs strong. When I’m not able to hunt 
for exercise I’ll tackle the steepest trail or road within driving 
distance from the house. I’ll wear an empty pack to get started 
then progressively work up to 55-plus pounds by the time 
elk season hits. This takes more time than a 4-mile run and 
oftentimes I’m hitting the hill with a headlamp to fit it into 
my schedule. But, like I said, nothing prepares you for the 
mountain like the mountain.

SET A ROUTINE
My most productive and con-

sistent training includes a tight 
schedule and a workout partner. 
Not everyone has to rely on some-
one to keep themselves accountable, 
but I do and I recognize this. I’m 
fortunate enough to have friends close by with similar work 
schedules, enabling us to set two or three days a week aside 
for early morning or late evening hikes or runs.

ROTATE YOUR 
ROUTES

I get bored! Don’t get bored! 
Have several different routes on 
both your runs and hikes. I also de-
spise asphalt. I’ll drive an extra 30 
minutes to hit dirt rather than pound 
pavement. If you don’t like what you’re doing, it’s harder to 
talk yourself into doing it. Figure out where your happy place 
is and go there. That does not include the couch!

3
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HUNT TRAINING 
FOR REAL HUMANS

THIS NEW TREND in the hunting industry seems to be 
driven by guys trying to carve out a name for themselves, each 
proving their prowess as extreme weight lifters and super athletes. 
Social media is full of them. Pump iron and run ultra-marathons 
while taking this supplement and that energy drink and you’ll 
have muscles coming out your ears. Sometimes this gives the im-
pression that to be a successful hunter you must sacrifice your life 
to training. Sure, you may be able to run an elk down and kill it 
with your bare hands, but at what cost?

I’m only poking fun of course, and there’s a slight hint of jeal-
ousy deep down inside. I mean, who doesn’t want a chiseled phy-
sique to go with a never-ending endurance to carry you effort-
lessly through the woods? The problem I keep running into is my 
life! Between that thing that pays the bills and those things that 
couldn’t possibly survive without you and the wonderfulness you 
cuddle up to at night, who has time to pound out 20, let alone 
spend hours of the day grinding through a workout? 

But it is true; the stronger you are physically and mentally the 
harder you’ll be able to hunt and further you’ll be able to go. 
Oftentimes, covering country for days on end is the name of the 
game, and, to do so, you’re going to have to climb a mountain or 
two. And let’s face it, the backcountry we love doesn’t necessarily 
love us back. I believe that’s why God gave us Tylenol PM and 
whiskey.

I do, however, like to jump on the workout wagon now and 
then – like the time I thought it would be a good idea to sign up 
for an off-road triathlon. You never know when you’re going to 
have to swim nearly a mile then ride your mountain bike 13 miles 
then run another six miles to go hunting! Or the time I convinced 
myself and about 10 friends it would be fun to run 13.1 miles in 
the mud and rain on a crowded, single-track mountain trail. It 

was fun, until I caught up 
with the 69-year-old man 
whom I couldn’t pass. And 
yes, he finished several minutes 
in front of me.

I have been blessed to be able to hunt Roosevelts and blacktails 
in the deep coastal rainforests of Oregon, and I’ve chased Rocky 
Mountain elk in the high country of Colorado and Wyoming. 
I’ve hunted the high alpine wilderness of Nevada for mule deer 
and rowed 130-plus miles of wild, glacial river chasing grizzlies 
in Alaska. Each of these hunts posed its own challenges. In the 
seemingly impenetrable brush and steep terrain of the Oregon 
coast you earn every step whether going uphill or down. At 
10,000- to 12,000-feet elevation in the Colorado and Wyoming 
backcountry, every breath feels like it’s your last. And the Alas-
kan glacial river and grizzlies should pretty much speak for them-
selves. But one thing remained the same: I could not have done 
any of them without physical preparation. As hard as it is to swal-
low sometimes, training should be a part of our everyday lives in 
the months leading up to any hunting season. 

I’m neither a trainer nor a super athlete, but here are a few ways 
I’ve managed to incorporate fitness into my married-with-chil-
dren life. I like to run because it is not only one of the most 
efficient calorie burners but it also conditions the quads God gave 
us. Whatever cardio exercise bothers you the least, here are my 
tips to make it happen this summer. 

Ty currently lives in western Oregon and recently joined the BHA 
staff as the new chapter coordinator. He is also a team member and 
co-owner of Born and Raised Outdoors, a video production company  
producing archery elk hunting videos since 2007.

BY TY STUBBLEFIELD

SET GOALS
I tend not to follow through with a plan if I don’t set 

goals. For the last few years, that’s meant signing up for 
a 10K, half marathon or triathlon to keep me motivated. 
If I don’t commit to a run or event it’s easy to find excus-
es not to train. The key, for me, is pre-registering for an 
event then inviting as many of my friends who are dumb 
enough to join me. Not only am I financially committed, 
but my peers also will hold me accountable. Unfortunately 
it takes two or three events throughout the year to keep me 
motivated.

1

Want to
 learn more useful skills? 

Check out our video series 
BACKCOUNTRY COLLEGE 

with Clay Hayes at backcountry 
hunters.org/index.php/skills/

backcountry-college. Subscribe 
to BHA’s YouTube channel to 

catch new episodes!

INSTRUCTIONAL

NOTHING PREPS 
YOU FOR THE 
MOUNTAIN LIKE 
THE MOUNTAIN
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GREATER SAGE GROUSE
-The Bird on The Brink-

By Chris Crockett

IT’S BEEN A FEW MONTHS since 
I last found myself on a dim two-track at 
daybreak. Even so, the smell of crushed 
sagebrush under the tires never fails to 
conjure fond memories of hunting the 
West’s iconic native grouse. Today’s quarry 
is sage grouse in Utah’s West Desert, but 
my traveling companion is a biologist with 
the Utah Division of Wildlife Resources 
instead of my Llewellin setter. Terri Pope, 
a terrestrial sensitive species biologist, has 
spent the past three years studying small 
mammal and bird population manage-
ment. 

I’m accompanying Pope as a volunteer 
on one of her annual sage grouse lek counts 
in the Sheeprock Mountains Sage Grouse 
Management Unit in north-central Utah. 
Annual counts of sage grouse on leks – 
areas where males congregate to strut and 
attract females – are used as proxies for 
population size to help guide management. 
As we pull to a stop overlooking a broad 
expanse of sagebrush, we are awarded with 
the distinct “blirp” of strutting males. 
Pope quickly scans the horizon as the 
sun rises and points out several grouse 
about 300 yards to the northwest. Even 
from this distance, the birds’ white chest 
plumage is visible to the naked eye. A 
closer examination with the spotting scope 
reveals eight males dispersed across a lek a 
few acres in size. We aren’t the only ones 
watching the show; at least three female 
grouse are visible nearby, and several others 
are likely obscured by the surrounding 
sagebrush. It’s hard to read the females’ 
level of interest, but the strutting males 
are enthusiastically inflating their air sacs 
to balloon-like proportions, fanning out 
their tails like peacocks and dancing in 
tight turns and struts.

Like many people, my passion for sage 
grouse conservation began with a hunting 
trip. As Pope and I watch a large grouse fly 
into the lek, I get a tingle similar to what 

I feel on a flush. My mind is drawn back 
to last fall, during my first successful sage 
grouse hunt in the aptly-named Grouse 
Creek Mountains with my three-year-old 
Llewellin setter, Toolik. 

We started the morning hunting small, 
sage-choked draws near a spring where 
we had seen – and Toolik had inglorious-
ly wild flushed – several sage grouse on a 
previous hunt. As we crested a small rise, 
Toolik began to tightly quarter the sage 
to our right, slowed his steps to a crawl, 
then locked into a tight point. I had 

walked only a couple of steps in front of 
him before a lone grouse erupted 10 yards 
away. The bird offered a fairly straight go-
ing-away shot, and my 20-gauge Reming-
ton 870 quickly came to my shoulder to 
drop the bird. Toolik’s beautiful point was 
characteristically accompanied by a less-
than-stellar retrieve, which I’ll attribute 
to the bird’s large size. Nonetheless, few 
memories can compete with the sight of 
a white setter frozen on point in a sea of 
pale green sage.  

Ian Malepeai photo Chris Crockett photo
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The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is presently 
considering whether or not the greater sage 
grouse merits listing and protection under the 
Endangered Species Act. That decision will be 
announced in September 2015. 

Western states with populations of sage grouse 
have been working diligently with a range of 
stakeholders, including the federal government, 
industry, ranchers and sportsmen, to prevent an 
ESA listing. The 4.2 million acres of sagebrush 
steppe occupied by the grouse also provide hab-
itat for more than 350 species of fish and wildlife, 
including big-game species prized by sportsmen. 
Sage grouse conservation efforts have drawn sup-
port from sportsmen’s groups not just because of 
the grouse but because of other obligate species 
as well.  

“The sage grouse’s listing under the Endangered 
Species Act is an outcome from which no one 
stands to gain, least of all public lands sportsmen,” 
said BHA Executive Director Land Tawney. “The 
vast expanses of sagebrush landscape frequented 
by the grouse form the backbone of habitat for 
hundreds of species of fish and game. Our oppor-
tunities to pursue elk, mule deer and pronghorn 
– and access the types of outdoor experiences 
that form the heart of who we are as backcountry 
hunters – would be severely curtailed if not elimi-
nated should grouse and their habitat continue to 
decline.”

Since 2011, the USFWS, Bureau of Land Manage-
ment, U.S. Forest Service and Natural Resources 
Conservation Service, along with 11 Western 
states, have been working together to develop 
management plans that would avoid an endan-
gered listing for the sage grouse. On May 28, the 
BLM and Western states released their plans for 
managing sage grouse habitat. BHA commends 
these collaborative, landscape-level measures 
and hopes they are given the opportunity to be 
fulfilled. 

Some members of Congress, however, have 
sought to derail this process. Their tactics notwith-
standing, conservation activities, data collection 
and research into grouse numbers continues to 
proceed apace. 

USFWS Considers 
Sage Grouse for
Endangered 
Species List

Unfortunately, the future of our 
time-honored sage grouse hunting tradi-
tion is uncertain. The U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service is facing a September 2015 
deadline to render a decision on whether 
to list the sage grouse under the Endan-
gered Species Act. A recent study com-
missioned by the Pew Charitable Trusts 
and conducted by Edward Garton with 
the University of Idaho found sage grouse 
populations have declined 50 percent over 
the past six years in the 11 Western states 
they call home. Jack Connelly, research 
scientist with the Idaho Cooperative Fish 
and Wildlife Research Unit, commends 
the study design and believes the results 
accurately reflect sage grouse populations. 

However, Jason Robinson, upland game 
program coordinator with the Utah Divi-
sion of Wildlife Resources, has a different 
take on the results, suggesting that the data 
analysis is “a bit misleading.” He explained 
that grouse populations typically exhibit 
a 10-year cycle of highs and lows and the 
study time frame only takes into account 
the latest down-trend of the cycle (2006-
2012). “Utah has seen similar down-trends 
in the past, but it has had a significant in-
crease in [sage grouse] numbers in the last 
two years,” Robinson added. 

The Western Governors’ Association 
recently released a 32-page “sage grouse 
inventory” of conservation initiatives im-
plemented in 2014. Utah’s efforts to halt 
conifer encroachment in sage grouse man-
agement areas and establish conservation 
easements with private landowners are 
showcased as key accomplishments. Rob-
inson said the best conservation oppor-
tunity is to create more useable habitat 
suitable for sage grouse through large-scale 
pinyon and juniper removal in areas where 
the trees are encroaching on sagebrush 
habitat. Over the past 10 years, Utahns 
have removed conifers on half a million 
acres. Connelly holds up the local com-
munity working groups, organized by 
Terry Messmer of Utah State University’s 
Department of Wildland Resources and 
numerous other partners, as the greatest 
accomplishment for grouse conservation. 
The sage grouse local working groups are 
collaborative, voluntary partnerships that 
bring together a diverse array of stakehold-
ers to help facilitate sage grouse habitat 
improvement. The groups are focusing re-
search, asking questions that are pertinent 
to local conditions and trying to address 
concerns on a local basis, Connelly said.

Despite numerous accomplishments, 

much remains to be done in terms of hab-
itat protection and restoration. In June 
2015 the Department of the Interior re-
leased management plans for the Bureau of 
Land Management and U.S. Forest Service 
lands covering roughly 4 million acres in 
the West. In regard to these plans, Con-
nelly encourages stakeholders to evaluate 
three things: whether the plans are “built 
on a solid foundation of science, promote 
policies and programs that first and fore-
most protect what we have left, and begin 
to fix what’s broken.”

Connelly is concerned that politics, not 
science, may control the future of sage 
grouse conservation – as he describes it, 
“this business of bio-politics trumping bi-
ology.” Recent political wrangling includes 
efforts in Congress to hamstring the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service’s ability to list 
the grouse under the Endangered Species 
Act by pushing back the decision-making 
date by 10 years. Connelly says if we don’t 
address the issue now, the situation may 
be much worse 10 years down the road. 
“More areas will be lost to fire, more areas 
will be impacted by invasive species, there 
will be more uncontrolled development of 
sage grouse habitats, and populations – if 
they follow their current trends – will keep 
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going down and down,” he said. Connel-
ly does see the opportunity to recover the 
species, however. “Wildlife managers have 
been very successful since the 1930s in re-
covering populations if they are given the 
opportunity,” he added.   

While some may disagree on the poli-
tics, few can deny the role sportsmen have 
played in the conservation of sage grouse 
throughout the West. Sportsmen’s dollars 
collected via the Pittman-Robertson Act 
(an excise tax on firearms and ammuni-
tion) and the sale of hunting licenses have 
helped fund population monitoring (lek 
counts), habitat restoration and numerous 
other conservation activities. Robinson 
says sportsmen have played an “absolutely 
critical” role in sage grouse conservation 
by championing the protection of the spe-
cies and its habitat. “Hunters have been 
outspoken and raised the issue to peo-
ple that make decisions,” Robinson said. 
“Hunters have paid for biologists to study 
and manage sage grouse. Hunters have 
provided important data  – harvested bird 
wings – that help biologists track popula-
tion trends and production.”

Connelly described how one dedicated 
sportsmen named Hubert Quade made 
a significant contribution to sage grouse 
conservation. Quade’s concern over grouse 
mortalities caused by collisions with wire 
fences led to a comprehensive study to as-
sess impacts range-wide. The marked fenc-
es now commonly seen in sage grouse hab-
itat throughout the Intermountain West 
are attributable to Quade’s efforts in Idaho 
and have reduced fence mortality by 80 
percent. “That’s what hunters can do for a 
resource,” Connelly said.

On the dusty road back to civilization, 
Pope and I review the data from the day’s 
lek count. The number of males counted 
today is a bit lower than previous years, 
but our efforts represent just a small por-
tion of the total population data. Arriving 
in Salt Lake City, I’m left with a sense of 
optimism that future counts will show a 
thriving population. I certainly hope I’ll 
have the opportunity to pursue the majes-
tic bird this fall with a setter by my side.      

As Western states grapple with the po-
tential ramifications of a sage grouse listing 
and await a decision in the fall of 2015 by 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Back-
country Hunters & Anglers continues to 
promote science-based collaborative con-
servation measures to sustain huntable 

populations of this iconic species. Perhaps 
Jack Connelly said it best: Sage grouse 
“epitomize a lot of what we [BHA] stand 
for: wild areas, open skies and great vistas.” 
If you’d like to get involved, contact your 
state wildlife management agency and lo-
cal BHA chapter. 

 

Chris, secretary/treasurer of the Utah chapter 
of BHA, is employed as an aquatic biologist 
in central Utah, where he lives with his wife 
Emily and his Llewellin setter, Toolik. He is 
an avid sportsman, primarily pursuing na-
tive grouse and chukar in western Utah and 
fishing for Bonneville cutthroat trout along 
the Wasatch Front.

costadelmar.com
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WE TAKE SHELTER from the thun-
derhead rapidly marching up the valley 
within a cottonwood fortress on an island 
in the stream. I lean my five-weight against 
one of the massive vertical tree trunks and 
sprawl out on a horizontal one, waiting 
for the rain. Moose searches purposefully 
in the tall grass. He doesn’t know what a 
pheasant smells like yet, I think. But he 
will in a couple months.

Moose lifts, then cocks his head as light-
ning flares across our tree tops. Seconds 
later, he stares straight up, wide-eyed as the 
thunder rolls like a million heavy things 
being dropped down a hill all at once. The 
tremendous noise echoes up and down 
the valley twice. I hear rain fluttering the 
canopy, but my cigar doesn’t even hiss. The 
smells of ozone and wild mint mingle on 
the breeze. A wood duck whizzes through 
the branches with all the speed and agility 
of a Jedi piloting an X-Wing spacecraft.

After the squall passes, we wander 
through the cottonwood stand in the di-
rection of running water. I find a tiny rib-
bon of river running straight through the 
tree trunks. It’s a new addition, I’m guess-
ing due to some beaver’s chewing and a 
new arrangement of logjams at the head of 

the island from spring runoff. An osprey in 
her sentry tower nest command the head 
of the braid.

I text a girl something about my present 
situation and how “life is good.” Crossing 
another braid soon after, I think if Lady 
Fate has a taste for the ironic I just may 
have tempted her wrath. Even still, I start 
fishing again. Someone told me once that 
thunderstorms can really turn on the 
streamer bite. Lightning strikes horizon-
tally across the valley just to the east. I 
start reeling in. It strikes again, breaking 
around the adjacent Montana mountain-
side, and I’m jogging backward to our for-
tress. Moose, unfazed, prances through the 
water as if it were the Labrador Bay he was 
bred for. 

With the lightning comes another wave 
of rain. No matter, I quickly find an even 
better sittin’ log than the first one – the 
new model even including a lumbar limb. 
I’d love to be casting still, but the senso-
ry stimulus is already near to crashing the 
system. The air is almost thick enough to 
take bites. 

I’ve come to realize that the simple acts 
of fishing and catching fish do not consti-
tute the  totality of the fishing experience. 

I could have stayed on the juicy run be-
low the bridge and likely caught more fish, 
but instead I wandered far downstream, 
towards the braids and islands, into the 
oncoming thunderstorm. The exploration, 
the adventure, the Tom Sawyer aspect, are 
what make it real. That leads me to run 
bigger rapids than my raft is comfortable 
with, wade deeper than I should, drive 
backroads that could leave me stranded 
and hike miles off trail looking for that 
squiggly blue line on the map. I always 
need to know what’s up around the next 
bend in the river. Sometimes that compul-
sion leads to the discovery of some awe-
some, hidden piece of water. Sometimes it 
gets me quite lost. Always it feeds my soul.

The sky is lit a chalky, pale shade of 
lavender blushed with pink. Lightning 
fires across it again farther up the valley. 
Thunder follows, slower, softer. A pheasant 
answers the noise in a wicked cackle from 
across the river. Moose cocks his head, 
floppy ears perked. The storm has passed. 
There are mayflies everywhere. I should get 
back to fishing. It’s almost dark. 

-Sam Lungren, editor

UP AROUND THE BEND

“Catch a ride to the end of the highway
And we’ll meet by the big red tree
There’s a place up ahead and I’m goin’
Come along, come along with me”
-Creedence Clearwater Revival
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