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Forward

Ron, the illustrious author of this book, and I have been friends for longer than I care to admit. We've shared hunting adventures, fishing adventures, the company of mutual friends, and even a business venture or two. Most of all, we've walked side-by-side during much of the good and, at times, the not-so-much that life has to offer.

While I have never had the pleasure of joining him while hunting specifically at Camp Abahati, I have been fortunate enough to meet some of the characters (and, yes, they are characters) who make up the membership of this private enclave. I am certain, beyond any reasonable doubt, that I would feel at home in this place. Camp Abahati fits comfortably within my understanding of what the phrase “deer camp” truly means.

There are very few words in the English language that, when paired together, can mean so many different things. In essence, deer camp is where hunters assemble in the common pursuit of America's favorite big game animal.

From that simplistic foundation the definition will change ever so slightly for each and every one of the 14 million hunters that call this country home.

For many of us, deer camp has more than one definition.

In the course of our gathering, and through the manner in which we hunt, each of us brings something unique to camp. We contribute different tools and share our favorite toys and in so doing we individually add a distinctive flavor to the stew. Thus, one camp may be simple while others may be elaborate and, possibly, plush.

The medley of our backgrounds and variety of our life experiences guarantee that no two camps will hold the same assortment of perspectives, ideas, or attitudes. All these things help define our camp and, because of who we are, we each will take something different home with us, as well.

Yet, in many ways, every camp is a unique mirror of every other. Somewhere beneath it all there is a common doctrine, a guiding tradition and a fundamental style of living to which we all cling. Sportsmen represent an incomparable breed.

A deer camp isn't necessarily just for hunting deer, either. The congregation of those who hunt whitetails in Wisconsin, ducks in Nebraska and elk in the Rocky Mountains partake of fellowship in much the same way. When comparing camps there are minor differences but in the final tally they aren't divergent by more than a measly two bits.

Take, for instance, a couple of camps that I have experienced.

More years past than I care to admit I went on an elk hunt with a young ranch hand named Ken. We were both young pups, full of grit and driven by a ceaseless energy. We traveled on horseback in pursuit of elk in the Wind River Mountains of western Wyoming. Being basically penniless, we took to the field with simplicity and economy as our guides.

Our shelter was a tarp we strung between pines anywhere we could find a flat piece of ground worthy of the cover. We didn't mind the lack of tent walls; there was nothing about the experience we wanted to keep out. A canopy from falling rain and snow was all we desired.

We slept on bedrolls that rode through the day behind our saddles because sleeping bags simply cost too much. We ate sparingly when we ate at all. The goal was finding elk and nothing else mattered.

We spent three days in the mountains; riding high ridges, stalking dark valleys, chasing the elusive wapiti every hour the sun offered light. At night we would sit by a small fire to warm our hands and to share those few but special stories of the experiences we each had on other hunts.

We laughed, we lied and we planned each new day simply celebrating the fact that we could emulate men like the Astorians or Jim Bridger.

The third morning we woke to twelve inches of fresh snow and a cold that could bite through plate steel. “Wet” and “frozen” were the nicest things we could say to describe the day as we broke camp and saddled our mounts for the trip out.

We finished that hunt with empty tags but in the process we explored a pristine wilderness and shared that rare journey with a friend of mutual respect and admiration. We played out an adventure, enjoyed ourselves immensely and took away remarkable images that can never be forgotten.

That was a mighty fine deer camp.

Another place, some years later, was nearly thirteen hundred miles to the east and farther distant still in physical attributes. The “cabin” was fifteen hundred square feet of summer home (log, no less) perched on a wooded slope overlooking a private lake.

Dinner was thick-cut steaks and all the fixin's served as we sat on a spacious deck. With the last of a crimson sun dipping below the horizon, we retired to the living room, sat next to a blazing fireplace and engaged in the traditional storytelling while sipping from snifters of cognac.

Long before morning's light we picked our way through oak, walnut and hickory that stood as sentinels along our path. Our ground blinds were huddled at timber's edge, hidden by tall sepia grasses and towering, fruit-laden hedgeapple. They were our strongholds from which we would harvest whitetail deer with stick and string.

This was nothing so adventurous as a trip to the Rockies and the accommodations were rich and comfortable rather than rugged but the hunt was like all hunts – exciting, rewarding and memorable.

This, too, was a mighty fine deer camp.

I've hung my hat in camps with fifteen men where the truck was an eight-hour trail ride away and bears patrolled the perimeter of our base. I've also hunted in the company of one and two where camp was so close to the road you could bounce a boot across the truck's tailgate from inside the open tent.

Each was distinctive yet each left an indelible mark on my subconscious that requires but a whiff of pine or the distant honk of a high-flying goose to rush the memories forward to my mind's eye.

I have proven to myself that, in many ways, deer camp is not so much a place as it is an attitude.

So… what is deer camp?

Deer camp is the anticipation of opening morning, the excitement of seeing old friends and the satisfaction of a filled tag. It is also the year of planning and the months of preparation that we devote to those few short weeks of emancipation.

Deer camp is tall tales, interminable card games and practical jokes that are always repaid in kind. It, too, is that place where time is based not on the movement of mechanical arms but on the arch of the sun, where the only scheduled appointment is in a deer stand and where phones never ring.

Deer camp is surviving the unpredictable moods of Mother Nature, matching wits with wild game on their own turf and a trip through time to a place where hunting was so much more than a recreational pursuit. It is also that mystery of night beyond a fire's glow, the harsh reality of cold earth under a sleeping bag and the comforting warmth of hot coffee and a wall tent during a western blizzard.

Deer camp is that bittersweet aroma of sizzling bacon, wet saddle blankets, burnt gunpowder, black dirt and pine that blend on the breeze into a mixture that can never be duplicated anywhere else on the planet.

Deer camp is that perfect society that we wish we never had to leave.

It is my pleasure to offer an invitation into that world at Camp Abahati. Grab a cup'o Joe, pull up a stump, and join me as we explore Ron's version of “deer camp”. You'll not regret the visit…

 

Dan Lamoreux





Dedication

To all the members of Camp Abahati

We  understand why we do what we do

And

To all the spouses and significant others of the members of Camp Abahati

Who put up with us doing what we do even if they don’t understand why we do it.

And especially

To Candy

My bride of 50 years who has endured through all those deer camps and the writing of this story.

She truly understands both the what and the why!





Preface

In 1991 at Camp Abahati during opening weekend of deer season Camp Elders Larry and Darryl got into an argument about where a deer was shot and where it died. Imagine that, those two disagreeing about something that happened 25 years previously. If you think that is bad you should be around when they start arguing about things that happened to them in high school in the 1950's.

I listened to the two of them. I was reminded of two twelve year olds playing corner lot baseball and arguing over “was it a ball or a strike”. So I decided to referee. I suggested they give it more thought and they could each write up their version and we could start a “journal” of all our previous deer kills and continue that into the future. We all agreed that would be a fine idea. The youngsters all agreed as well.

I volunteered to compile the journal as I had one of those newfangled computers that would make it simple. An Apple IIe. I wish I still had it today as they are now antiques and worth a few dollars. But it went in the trash many years ago.

I asked everyone to send me a short essay about their thoughts about deer camp and a list of their kills and they did. Some did need a bit of provocation and a kick in the pants. That computer did make it pretty simple and everyone was happy with the results. Darryl did the artwork and the cover page and the computer took care of the rest.

Except that no one, including myself, kept it up to date. And that is very sad.

Like that long lost deer sparked the idea for the original journal, the failure to keep that journal going was one reason I was prompted to write this book. The other reason I wanted to write this was that I had recently read an incredible book about….Rabbit Hunting! Except it really wasn't about rabbit hunting, it was about the relationships that the author formed with some older rabbit hunters who had been hunting together since boyhood. That book is The Everlasting Stream, by Walter Harrington. I was very touched by the writing and the descriptions in the book and I highly recommend it to anyone. It made me realize how similar our camp and the people who go there are to those he wrote about, even though we are separated by miles, hunting methods, prey and racial background.

I do a lot of reading and have published one other book. It's title is Heronk and it is about goose hunting. It is a work of fiction and is told by a hand carved wooden goose decoy. I mention that as It was a whole lot of fun to write because in my opinion, fiction is pretty easy compared to non-fiction. I've learned that fiction is just a matter of telling tall tales that may or may not be based on any facts. Some would call that lying. I prefer the term “Kentucky Windage”.

I've now learned that non-fiction is just a matter of telling stories as they actually happened and not allowing for any “Kentucky Windage”. It's a lot harder when you don't have records and are working with people who may or may not have good memories and who may or may not be telling the truth but only the truth as they remember it. Some would call that lying. I prefer the term, “bullshitting”.







Chapter 1 - We Must Be Doing Something Right or Hannah Jo's Speech

As my Mom, and millions of moms, used to say….”The proof is in the pudding.”

When you hear or read something like the following speech, you know you are doing something right. We (the Camp Elders) had firsthand knowledge that we were instilling the “right stuff” in our own kids. We had that direct parent to child relationship so we could watch them grow and mature. We knew we were doing something right.

But was that enough? Were our traditions going to get passed on down the line? Would our grandkids even want to come to camp? Would they hunt?

Hannah Jo, Clint's daughter and Elder Darryl's granddaughter gave this speech and won district competition with it and went to the State of Nebraska Speech Contest and finished fourth in state. Obviously we think she should have placed first, no matter what the other speeches were.

What follows is a seventeen year old girls perspective on deer hunting and more importantly, on Deer Camp.

 

“Picture this: it's five-something in the morning. I drag myself out of bed, knowing I only get a few days like this each year. I grab my gear and head out the door with my best friend, my dad. Next thing I know, my boots are crunching through the frozen wheat stubble as we head to our blind. I patiently wait and say a prayer for the day while I see the world come to life. I listen to the bullfrogs in the creek, I watch squirrels chase each other from tree to tree, and I feel the cool air begin to warm. After a short time that seems like forever, we hear a rush in the bushes. We see gray shadows emerging from the trees. The chill that dives through my spine as my heart starts to race takes the November cold from my limbs and it is my favorite feeling in the world.

 

When I was a little girl, every year I looked forward to hunting season. From scouting for deer with my dad after football practice to staying at the lodge on opening weekend with all of our hunting family, I couldn't get enough of hunting and everything that goes with it. As it turns out, not much has changed since then. Hunting has had a huge impact on me by teaching me good morals, responsibility and how to enjoy the outdoors. I can't imagine what life would be like without it.

However, I know that not everyone thinks that this sport is as great as I do. Hunting has caused many controversial arguments in America and today I would like to explain why hunting doesn't deserve the bad reputation society has given it. Hunting is a positive conservation management tool because it is great for the environment, it helps to raise money for many important organizations, and it teaches many life values.

 

First, let's discuss the environmental impact of hunting. The process of hunting is good for the environment in many ways. It is especially important to the species that you are hunting. Most people think killing animals is cruel and inhumane, but have you ever thought about what would happen if we didn't? Without hunting, species become overpopulated which results in starvation and diseases such as rabies, and in some cases these diseases can spread to other species, even humans. Land and crop damage comes from overpopulation; which also results in lack of food supply for other animals. Starvation is a far more torturous death than that brought upon by hunters. Overpopulation can also cause a danger to humans. As a herd of animals grows, individuals get pushed into cities and onto highways. According to The North American Model of Wildlife Conservation website, deer collisions kill more than 200 motorists and cost $10 billion dollars a year. For every deer hit by a motorist, causing damage and injury, a hunter can safely harvest six deer. On the other end of the spectrum, many precautions are taken to be sure animal species don't become endangered. Things that prevent this from happening are laws and limits on how many permits can be sold for a certain hunting season.

Wildlife management organizations know how many animals are in the area by counting and monitoring herds. This is how they know how many permits to sell and what bag limits will be set for the season.

 

Hunting is a great way to control the population of a herd of animals, but it is also a wonderful method of helping our human population. Fundraising is done regularly through organizations that support hunting. Donations to groups like Ducks Unlimited raised $440 million dollars a year to conservation efforts. This money can be used to improve the environment and educate young hunters about how to safely participate in the sport. Altogether, hunters pay more than $1.6 billion dollars a year towards conservation methods. Donations are not the only way conservation is receiving money. State licenses and fees are mandatory for every hunter in our country; together this sums up about $796 million dollars a year. So, where does all this money go? A large portion of the money received from permits goes towards preservation of wildlife habitats all around the nation. This money also helps to support 680,000 jobs nationwide. These jobs are often with groups such as Pheasa nts Forever, and cover a wide range of jobs for people of all ages, from game wardens to biologists.

 

One of the biggest benefits to hunting is the many life skills that is has taught me. Hunting is pretty common in my community, and it brings people together each year during the various seasons. Hunting has helped teach me about self-confidence, preparation, and diligence. It has taught me lessons about the value of life. In today's society people spend so much time caught up in media and technology that we forget that life is important and sacred. I believe there is no greater way to learn about life than sitting on the creek bottoms, watching it firsthand. Learning to hunt has taught me responsibility. Working my way up from carrying a stick to now a 243 mil. rifle, I have experienced this firsthand.

Experiencing what it means to take an animal's life can change a person for the better. Our ancestors had a great appreciation for life because of their dependence on nature to survive; they understood the cost and the work that is involved. I think that all people need this lesson as well. Memories made while hunting with my family will be ones I will carry with me for a lifetime, and I hope that someday I can make a positive impact on my children's life through passing on these traditions.

 

As you can see my life has definitely been improved through the tradition of hunting. The environment has also been improved by hunting. Without it, we would have overpopulations of many animal species resulting in animal suffering, more unwanted animals on our highways and land, and no wildlife management support in our area. I hope to have made an impact on your opinion of hunting today by informing you that hunting is great conservation tool, an important factor in maintaining the environment, and a great method of teaching people how to value life.”







Chapter 2 - “Camp Abahati”

I would imagine you are curious about the name of our camp and the title of this book. Unless you are a Robert Ruark fan you may have never heard the word “Abahati”. Abahati is a Swahili word that means “Happy Camp” or “Lucky Camp”.

My brother Camp Elder Larry re-introduced me to Robert Ruark's writing back in the 1980's. I remembered reading his “Old Man and The Boy” series in “Field and Stream” back when I was in high school but I never realized he had written so many great books, and I had not read any of them.

I started searching for his books and collected all of them. The first one I read was his classic book “Horn of the Hunter”. A non-fiction book about one of his safaris to Africa. That is where the “Camp Abahati” name comes from. We stole it! It fits!

“Deer Camp” didn't start out as Camp Abahati. It was “Mervyn and Jo's place”. Jo is Camp Elder Darryl's big sister. Darryl and his sister Jo are distant cousins of ours and Darryl and Larry went to school together from fifth grade to graduation. That is some ancient history as those two old goats are long in the tooth and well into their 70s today! They do tell some entertaining stories at camp. But what is said at camp stays at camp! There is an entire chapter devoted to that very subject.

There is no possible way for us to ever repay Mervyn and Jo for all the years of hunting and more importantly all the years of friendship. We have eaten meals with them, slept in their home, showered in their home when the going and the odors just got too rough even for us, shot the pheasants, quail, deer and turkeys that they have raised and all for a “Thank You”. At least for many years that was all. The last few years we started taking up a free will offering from everyone at camp to give to them. It is always hard to get them to accept it. There have been times when we just stuffed the envelope in Mervyn's bib overalls and quickly left the house.

So one more time, Merv and Jo, Thank you so much for all the years of hunting, the meals, especially the showers and the friendship.

Jo and Mervyn put together a great ranch/farm over the years. They raised kids, Charolais cattle, milo, corn and wheat for years. For many years it was all dryland farming, then along came center pivots, and now back to dryland on most of it. Along with that the creek bottom ground was very fertile and raised some quality crops. It also raised some quality deer, turkey, and quail.

Darryl has hunted here the longest. Larry and I started coming out to hunt pheasants and quail in the early 1960's. It was phenomenal hunting in those early years for upland game. It was not unusual to walk the creek bottom and put up five or six covey of quail in a morning. Then we'd hunt the singles walking back in the hills up in the pasture. We would then go “up top” and pheasant hunt the ditches and row crop edges. No one has really come up with a good answer as to why we lost those birds, but we did. The good news is that they do appear to be making a slow comeback.

In 1965 I was in my first year of college and I really didn't have much interest in deer hunting at that time. I didn't own a rifle, and I couldn't afford one. And I was afflicted with a strange condition. I was in love. Her name is Candy and I'm still afflicted. We'll celebrate 50 years of wedded bliss in 2017.

But Larry and our very good friend and hunting buddy Rod Falldorf put in for that first season in 1965 and both drew permits. That hunt is detailed in the chapter “First Kills”.

And here we are, over fifty years later. Sadly, Rod passed away in 2010 but he killed his share of deer and pheasants and turkeys over the years. Rod fell in love with spring turkey hunting. He was a great caller and enjoyed the thrill of working birds into the decoys.

Camp wasn't named “Abahati” until around 1990…almost twenty five years after the first recorded kill by one of our Camp Elders, Larry. And 25 years ago as I write this. That adds up to over fifty years of hunting the same creek bottom and pastures. Fifty Years!

I always capitalize the words” Camp Elder”. The Camp Elders are very important to the life of Camp Abahati. Not only did they start it but they continue in its life today. They help pass on the traditions to their own children and now their grandchildren, the other Camp Elder's grandchildren, a few friends and of course they do most of the cooking and, thank God, only some of the cleaning. The “youngsters” (not capitalized intentionally) have gotten involved in the cleaning, mostly in self defense. After all, we do clean once a year and sometimes twice and I know Larry and I did pay more attention and used more Ammonia water in our bedroom than in theirs. The “youngsters” are getting a bit grey around the edges and as that has occurred they have taken on more duties and responsibilities. It's mighty nice to see that.

Some day Larry and I might hand over the cooking chores but I don't see that happening for a few more years. Larry has been known as either “Cookie” or “Wishbone” for as long as most of us can remember. Wishbone was the camp cook on the TV series Rawhide back in the 1960's. Other than being taller than Wishbone, Larry even looks like him. A little bit.







Chapter 3 - The Hunters

Who we are…the hunters of Camp Abahati.

Darryl. Darryl is a Camp Elder, OK, he's the “Camp's Eldest Elder” both in age and experience. He has lived most of his life in Frontier county and most of his adult life very near camp Abahati. He farmed, hung and finished dry wall, carried mail, and a few other things after he got out of the United States Army. He and Freda have been married north of fifty years. Darryl killed the first buck ever killed by a member of our camp. A two point mule deer. It died about two hundred yards from where our camp is today and as Darryl wrote, “I was hunting alone in those early years so far as anyone knows the kill was made by firing one shot.” Darryl recently had open heart surgery and had a valve replaced with a cow valve. We will have to watch him closely if he hunts around any of the cattle, if there is a bull present he may be in trouble. He's doing great and came down for the “fish/turkey fry” at camp this past year and that made the entire camp HAPPY, HAPPY, HAPPY!

Clint- Darryl's older son. Clint is a youngster of almost fifty years or so. He was the second of all the Camp Elder's youngsters to get a deer permit. That was in 1981 . Clint has served his country proudly and had two tours of duty in the war torn regions of our world. Thank you Clint! Be sure and read the story of his first deer. And his first misses. And his first shot!!

Matt- Matt is Clint's son. He came to camp in his fourteenth year and shot a nice buck down by the Tree Island. He decided that deer hunting wasn't something he would continue to pursue but he does have a passion for the outdoors and enjoys fishing and camping. He now lives in New York and can't wait to explore upper New York State. We would love to have him back in camp anytime he can make it.

Hannah Jo- Clint's daughter. An eighteen year old blonde bombshell! Clint sleeps like a baby on date night because he knows she'll put a whuppin' on anybody who gets out of line. Great student, very athletic, loves hunting with the passion it deserves . Fits right in with the boys. Treats her Camp Elders with true respect…OK..I was doing good until I wrote that last sentence. When you read her “pranks” you'll understand. Actually she treats us old farts just like one of the boys which is even better! A true joy to have in camp. Off to college in Manhattan, Kansas next year but we are going to make her promise to show up for opening day. Hannah Jo doesn't know it yet but she wrote the opening chapter to this book.

Colt. Elder Darryl's younger son. Colt is an incredible hunter and if you do not believe that you can just ask him. He'll tell you. He's been telling us since he was fourteen. He's also carried the nickname “Broderick” since that year. “Broderick” was a Nebraska football player who was the nations' biggest bragger in his day. But as they say, “it ain't braggin' if you can do it”. And Broderick and Colt did it. He told everyone he was going to shoot a wall hanger his very first year! And in 1987, his first year, he did just that. Not only was it a wall hanger, but to quote Colt….”It wasn't until the last couple of hours left in the season when this huge animal came walking through the trees. When I shot him across the creek and the “Great American Whitetail Hunter” was born.” This deer scored 163 gross and 157 net. He has a very tall rack…a beautiful deer. Colt is “The Original Pranker”…a legend.

Canyon- Canyon is Colt's son. He is a walking, talking, tough image of his dad! Well, Canyon actually is a chatterbox compared to Colt, but sometimes it's hard to get him started. Otherwise he is so much like Colt was at that age that we all stay on our guard…all the time, another prankster. Canyon has killed three turkeys, several doves, and one pheasant with a shotgun and lots of rabbits and one rattle snake with his BB gun. He will deer hunt for the first time this coming year. This past year was Canyon's third year at camp on opening weekend. Sadly, he has allowed the girls in camp to teach him untold numbers of pranks that he and Dashle will now continue to pull and improve upon.
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