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			Thirteen-year-old Jack at fishing camp with the first gun he ever owned, a lever-action Model 39a Marlin .22 rifle. All the boys had brought their rifles in case there was time to do some squirrel hunting.
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			This book is dedicated to

			Robert “Bob” Model

			a dedicated conservationist who was my host, mentor, and companion on my hunting and shooting adventures in Scotland, Spain, England, and many places in the United States.
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			Jack with Bob Model (far right), their stalker, and a downed stag after a successful hunt in Scotland, 1997.

		

		
			FOREWORD

			Iam humbled and grateful to have been asked to write the foreword for this wonderful book by Jack Ward Thomas. Jack is a great personal friend. He has also been a hero in the complex world of wildlife and natural resource management. He has the rare gift to synthesize the complex, while at the same time understanding what needs to take place in the future and how best to protect the many uses of America’s natural resources. This in itself is a daunting task. Jack Ward Thomas is the person that the American people who love and enjoy our wildlife and its habitats can thank for understanding the important connectivity between the early hunter-explorer-naturalist and what became the science of wildlife and natural resource management. 

			Jack’s long career started in Texas with the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department. He transitioned to the Forest Service, first as a biologist and researcher, then culminating his long and distinguished career as the chief. He is the bridge from what was to what is. He set the standard for wildlife and natural resource management of today. This will benefit the hunter-conservationist in the decades to come.

			The Boone and Crockett Club is fortunate that Jack served as its Boone and Crockett Professor of Wildlife Conservation at the University of Montana. Jack took students who were focused on biology and resource management and taught them policy and how to implement that policy. This was a departure in science and forestry education. Science and ethics, coupled with understanding good policy and how to best implement that policy, is the foundation of responsible management. We have complicated and contradictory land laws, which have been an impediment to common-sense management. Jack’s grasp of these complicated issues has given us a roadmap of how best to fix these important issues that are the foundation for better management, which is essential to the future.

			The Boone and Crockett Club had Theodore Roosevelt and George Bird Grinnell in the early days. Aldo Leopold, Durward Allen, and Olaus Murie were the next generation following our early founders of the conservation movement in this country. Jack is the leader of this generation of our heroes in conservation. He has an important place in history. Those of us who have had the privilege of working with him know that if we follow his leadership, we have the opportunity to make ensuing generations equally as important as those who came before. His work has touched many and will continue to do so. Jack has earned his place in history as one of America’s great conservation leaders.

			Please join me in enjoying the pages that follow. This collection of marvelous stories represents the ideals and examples of ethical and responsible hunting that all sportsmen should emulate. It is also a wonderful primer for our young people, who we hope will carry on this wonderful heritage as they enjoy our vast outdoors.

			Robert Model

			Cody, Wyoming

				

			Robert Model is a past president of the Boone and Crockett Club (2003-2005)and in his capacity as B&C Chairman he spends countless hours working on conservation policy efforts in Washington, D.C. 

		

		
			PREFACE

			I have been a dedicated hunter since I was ten years old. Growing up in Handley, Texas, a small unincorporated town seven miles down the road from Fort Worth toward Dallas, I spent much time—and wanted more—on my grandfather’s farm near Handley, hunting and trapping cottontail, jack and swamp rabbits, fox and gray squirrels, bobwhite quail, opossums, raccoons, foxes, and even skunks. When I was as young as seven, I trailed after my Uncle Henry as he hunted and ran trap lines to provide a steady supply of meat for our extended family’s table and furs to be traded for ammunition and traps during World War II. 

			As there were no public lands within 150 miles of Handley, my boyhood hunting and fishing was carried out on private lands, where permission from landowners was required and was increasingly difficult to attain “free for nothing.” As a result permission might well involve the payment of a fee, which I couldn’t pay. I begged permission to hunt small game and was known to do some fancy sneaking around upon occasions when such permission was not forthcoming. I became quite skilled at “sneaking” and never got caught or, what’s more likely, my grandfather’s neighbors simply winked at my transgressions. Looking back, I am not proud of that.

			My interest in wildlife led me to pursue a degree in wildlife management at what is now Texas A&M University. I graduated in 1957 and obtained gainful employment—if one considers $285 per month “gainful”—with the Texas Game, Fish, and Oyster Commission (which evolved into the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department. Herein, I refer to both as the Texas Game Department (TGD). For the next ten years (1957-1966), I worked in the Edwards Plateau and Central Mineral Basin doing game management and research related primarily to white-tailed deer and wild turkeys. Every year during that period, I hunted white-tailed deer, mule deer, antelope, bobwhite and blue quail, plus wild turkeys at the invitation of various landowners. I didn’t have the money to pay the fees, and they knew it. 

			In late 1966, I joined a newly established U.S. Forest Service (USFS) Research Work Unit at West Virginia University in Morgantown. It was on the Monongahela National Forest in West Virginia that I became intimately acquainted with national forests—public lands where I could hunt and fish without paying a fee or even asking permission. I thought that was pretty close to what heaven must be like. Nearly 50 years later I maintain that view.

			In the 1970s, as the head of a USFS research unit in La Grande, Oregon, I met Will H. “Bill” Brown, the acknowledged “old mountain man” of the region. I suspect he may have bestowed that title on himself. In any case, he earned, deserved, and relished the title. Bill had been in the first class of wildlife biologists who graduated from Oregon State University in the late 1930s. His first professional wildlife job was with the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife trapping nuisance beavers. He eventually became the agency’s regional director for northeast Oregon. He was a hunter and fisher par excellence whose hunting interests ranged from big game (elk, white-tailed deer, mule deer, bighorn sheep, and antelope) to game birds (quail, pheasants, chukars, and ruffed and blue grouse). He was as well known for his fine, well-trained bird dogs as for his thoroughbred horses. More than a half century ago, he introduced me to horse packing and elk hunting in the high lonesome of the Wallowa Mountains and the Eagle Cap Wilderness in eastern Oregon and the Bob Marshall Wilderness in Montana. Of all of the fellow pilgrims with whom I have traveled the wilderness in North America—and elsewhere around the globe—I cherish most the memories shared with Bill Brown.

			On the last day of 1996, my thirty-year career in the USFS came to an end. On the first day of 1997, I began a new career as the endowed Boone and Crockett Club Professor of Wildlife Conservation in the College of Forestry and Conservation at the University of Montana in Missoula. I continued in that role until my final retirement, in terms of drawing a paycheck, on the last day of 2007 at the age of seventy-two—an even fifty years since I started my professional career as a wildlife biologist in Texas. 

			When I became USFS Chief in 1993, I was invited to become a Professional Member of the Boone and Crockett Club, the oldest extant organization in North America dedicated to the conservation of wildlife and hunting ethics. The membership of the Boone and Crockett Club overlaps considerably with that of the National Forest Foundation, a group of dedicated citizens that supports Forest Service Programs by raising funds for special projects and providing political support for the agency. Several members of these two groups were kind enough to invite me into their homes and include me in social events, especially memorable were those having to do with hunting and shooting. These new friends and professional associates provided me with entrée into hunting and shooting experiences that I had only heard of and read about. 

			Thus, over my long professional career, I was privileged to hunt in all of the regions and nearly all the states of the United States (excluding Hawaii) and in Canada, South America, Scotland, England, and Spain. I have taken more than a few big game animals that would could be classified as “trophies” by any measure. Yet only one of those trophies has ever been displayed in my home. 

			Why only one? First, in truth, my memories are my trophies, which some of my friends say reflects my basic cheapskate personality. Second, I was well into middle age before I could afford a taxidermist. Third, the two lovely, gentle ladies who have been my wives were intolerant of, as my first wife Margaret so delicately put it, “dead animal parts hanging on the walls in my house.” 

			Margaret hunted with me only once. On her first and only hunt, she killed two whitetails with two shots and announced that the experience had satisfied her curiosity—and demonstrated to us both that she could and would do it. She never hunted again, though occasionally she would accompany me on hunting trips. She never objected to my hunting and encouraged our sons, Britt and Greg, to hunt. She must have cooked and helped consume a ton or so of wild game over the wonderful years that we shared. She never once complained about the butchering of wild game in the garage or on her kitchen counter (although she often left the house while it was going on). 

			Having been so lucky in love on the first try, after Margaret’s passing, in 1993, I fell in love again—to my great surprise—with a lovely lady that I worked with in Washington. I convinced her to marry me and come with me to Montana when we both retired from the USFS. Kathy was a self-proclaimed city girl—she called herself “subway girl”—and was totally unacquainted with hunting or even much “outdoorsy” stuff. But, I believe, she came into this world feet first, yearning for adventure. As a result, she has accompanied me on hunting trips—even on caribou hunts in Alaska where we were delivered to our hunting camps by bush pilots landing on ridgelines or in lakes out on the tundra.

			My fifty year career in conservation work brought me into close contact with a number of dedicated hunter-conservationists whose social and financial status was considerably more upscale than mine. They very generously invited me to participate in shooting and hunting experiences that I had only read about. As a professional game and hunting manager for the first ten years of my career, those experiences were something of a continuing education. 

			What wonderful and satisfying memories I have of my past hunts! Some of those memories are set down in this book, carefully selected to demonstrate the fun, foibles, and risks associated with my long career as a both wildlife biologist and as a hunter. At the same time, it was my intent to memorialize an era, places, and circumstances that are now fading into the past. It is my hope that the memories recounted herein might stimulate others to care—perhaps deeply—about hunting, about wildlife and wildlife habitats, and about the welfare and appropriate management of our public lands.
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			Splitting wood at Coyote Springs Camp, October 1986.

		

		
			CHAPTER 1

			Whiskey Jacks to Breakfast

			The last ten days had been marked by beautiful fall weather with clear, warm days and cool, even crisp nights. The fall colors of the deciduous trees and shrubs were at their peak. Because of work assignments imposed on me from above in the USFS hierarchy, I had been unable to get away for even a couple of days of mule deer hunting. Sometimes one must comply with direct orders from superiors—and sometimes, not. 

			Due to that imposed deprivation by my superiors, my hunting fever had been on the rise—a precipitous rise—for the last two weeks. Then Bill Brown walked into my office at the USFS’s Range and Wildlife Habitat Laboratory in La Grande, Oregon, and insisted that we get into the backcountry before the snow flew. Likely it was now or never for a hunt this year. He had it on good authority that both blue and ruffed grouse were plentiful and “distressingly tame” from lack of hunting in the Noregaard area north of La Grande. And, besides, our horses and bird dog were deemed sorely in need of exercise. Having already made one bad decision, now sorely regretted, to skip mule deer hunting season, it did not take us long to avoid making two such serious mistakes in one fall—first things first.

			October 10, 1986

			We left La Grande after a late breakfast—late only because it took some time to gather, saddle, and load the horses and pick up some groceries. By midday, the horses were unloaded at the trailhead and quickly packed, and we were on our way. By midafternoon, we had set up our camp on the Noregaard Tract, lands which belonged to the Boise-Cascade Corporation, the primary woods product company in the Blue Mountains. The company most generously allowed public access to the area for hunting and recreation. 

			That was neighborly, generous, and a stroke of public relations genius—i.e., it was simply good business. However, while the area was open to hunting, it was closed to vehicular traffic and hunters had to travel the area via foot or horseback. As we owned some really good mountain horses, we considered that a marvelous idea! The terrain, relatively gentle for the Blue Mountains, had been selectively logged—with some small clear-cuts thrown in—over the previous thirty-five years. As a result, there was a network of both actively maintained and abandoned logging roads and spurs. By closing off access to vehicles during hunting seasons, the company’s managers had created a superior hunting experience to go along with improved habitat for mule deer, elk, and grouse. 

			Boise-Cascade Corporation had done a good job, whether intentionally or not, of combining commercial forestry with creating and maintaining wildlife habitats and providing a superior hunting experience. Its management—and the welcoming of hunters—created good will for the company while protecting the very expensive logging roads from damage by hunters’ vehicles during the snow and rain common in October and November. It was a “win-win” for company stockholders and the general public. And Bill and I were happy to say so publicly.

			We camped at Coyote Springs. And, sure enough, as night fell, the namesake coyotes were yipping and howling nearby. We sat around a warming fire listening to coyote music and wondering what the various intonations meant. The night was crystal clear and crisp-cold with the frosted meadows standing out in the moonlight. 

			Perhaps the coyotes were simply “howling at the moon.” So, I thought, might I—if I were a coyote! Just before crawling into our sleeping bags, Bill and I, perhaps encouraged by one too many nightcaps, joined the coyotes with our personalized versions of howling at the moon. It was a sad performance compared with the coyote music. But it was, I thought, a good effort. I wondered what the coyotes thought. 

			October 11, 1986 

			I was awakened just at daylight by Bill leaving the tent. I surmised that his seventy-two-year-old kidneys had dictated a quick charge, in his unlaced boots, into the frosty world that lay outside. But when I heard the slide work on his twelve-gauge pump shotgun, I knew that he was on his way to the spring to see if the blue grouse that had strolled past us last night as we filled our water bags were still inclined to be so impertinent. 

			I lay warm and comfortable in my feathered cocoon with only my nose sticking out. I wondered if butterflies were as reluctant to depart their cocoons as I was this frosty morning. But the thought of how good the coffee would smell and taste led me to shuffle around with my sleeping bag until my head instead of my feet was closest to the sheepherder’s stove. It didn’t take long for me to build a fire using the pitch and kindling carefully set aside last night for that purpose. In a few minutes the fire was roaring. 

			When the water boiled, it was time to spoon in the coffee crystals. Instant coffee is neither as romantic nor aesthetic nor nearly as tasty as ground coffee—but it takes up less room on a packhorse, and was handy for making one or two cups of coffee at a time. There are things to be said for technology. 

			When the tent was toasty warm, I emerged from my sleeping bag and dressed in relative comfort and started to prepare breakfast. The smell of coffee and frying bacon must have traveled a goodly distance as I could hear Bill on his way back to the tent, at a double-time shuffle. The grouse had not pushed their luck and Bill’s game bag was empty. There had been compensation for his efforts that were made evident as he eagerly told me about the nice mule deer buck he had encountered—up close and personal—providing another snapshot for his well-stocked photo album of memories. 

			Just after full sunup, we saddled two horses and rode out of camp with the intent of securing an adequate supply of grouse for supper. Ruffed or blue grouse? It made us no never mind. The grouse of both species, though in different habitats, were plentiful. It was quickly obvious that the grouse had “done went to school” since Bill hunted here two weeks earlier. They had ceased sauntering down the trail ahead of the horses and flying up into a tree to perch and watch folks pass by. Now they flew when we were still fifty yards or so away. Or if they were perched in a tree, they dove out and hit the ground running, commonly keeping a tree between “thee and me.”

			I must have dismounted ten times, dragged my shotgun from the scabbard, handed my lead rope to Bill, and advanced toward what I intended to be a grouse or two for supper, only to be flummoxed. And, by noon, the score was? Jack and Bill zero, grouse some two-dozen clean escapes. We rationalized that the dumb or unlucky grouse had already been converted into somebody else’s supper. The ones that remained alive and fully functional were not inclined to share their brethren’s fate. 

			We arrived back in camp just at sundown. Bill reckoned that we had ridden some fifteen to twenty miles up, down, and around logging roads. My mare, Summer, and I had gotten in a lot of training relative to her standing rock-solid as I mounted and walked her forward. Then I stopped, dismounted, dropped the reins to the ground, and pulled my shotgun out of its scabbard. I walked away ten to twenty yards, fired, walked back, put the gun back in the scabbard, gathered up the reins, and remounted. She soon caught on to the game and took the operation more and more as a matter of routine. 

			So, all in all, we considered this a really good day. After all, when grouse are scarce, time can be productively devoted to horse training. We agreed that our supper of Hamburger Helper was not, by any stretch of the imagination, equal to a bait of grouse and dumplings. But we also agreed that even though supper wasn’t grouse, it was good chow anyway—especially after a celebratory drink or two of good sour mash whiskey.

			And, for sure, the company—man, horses, and spotted dog—would have been hard to beat. For me, preparing study plans, measuring vegetation plots, counting deer and elk and/or their droppings, alternately smiling and yelling at my computer, and pecking out research reports seemed far away and perhaps, at the moment, even a bit trivial. Perspective can be a great constraint on the ego and a provider of measures of relative importance. 

			October 12, 1986

			We were awake at daylight but in no hurry to either exercise the horses and the dog or even pester the grouse. Gray jays (locally called “camp robbers”) had been checking out the camp every couple of hours or so for the past two days. Bill insisted that the birds should be called “whiskey jacks.” His father, an early supervisor for the old Oregon State Department of Forestry, had told young Bill that the whiskey jacks were the souls of dead timber cruisers. That seemed an appropriate description, as the birds did seem eerily ghostlike as they moved silently through the trees. They alone among the forest birds seemed to be attracted to humans in the woods, especially humans eating lunch. Upon invitation, they would occasionally share that lunch, provided their portion was proffered at an appropriately discreet distance. That distance depended, we suspected, on just how hungry the individual whiskey jack was. Our morning was dedicated to good talk around the fire and occasionally tossing a treat to the whiskey jacks and the chipmunks. 

			The three whiskey jacks that joined us for breakfast seemed to have brought along a guest, perhaps a first cousin—a Canada jay. The jay was more aggressive than the whiskey jacks were toward one another but much more reluctant to approach the food we set out. The jay waited until the whiskey jacks took the risk of getting close enough to us to snatch a morsel or two. Then, once a whiskey jack with food in its beak was some twenty yards from our fire, the jay would “bomb” the whiskey jack, sometimes forcing it to drop the morsel in question. The chipmunks attracted by the bait scattered every time a winged creature—no matter the species—flew in. We suspected that they were convinced that nothing good—or even harmless—ever arrived on silent wings. Likely those chipmunks that were not true believers, sooner or later, became lunch for owls or hawks. 

			After a short siesta following lunch, our rapidly weakening hunter’s code of honor summoned us to at least give the impression of pursuing the wily grouse. The grouse were no less wild than yesterday, but we had developed the good sense not to dismount, draw our shotguns from their scabbards, and pursue them through the trees. As a result, we rode dutifully for five hours with our shotguns secure in their scabbards. The day was glorious as we rode along the breaks into the Grande Ronde and Wallowa Rivers. It was interesting to travel the country that I had so often looked up at from my rubber raft while floating the Grande Ronde River. Far off to the southwest we could make out Mount Emily perched at the edge of the Grande Ronde Valley knowing that our homes lay just below. At that moment, our hometown of La Grande seemed to be part of another world—a world much farther away than the thirty miles indicated on the map. 

			We arrived in camp just at dusk. The Canada jay—which had now become “our jay”—was waiting and seemed to scold us for our lack of attention to his needs. We obliged his demands with some bread scraps and bits of cheese. He still couldn’t bring himself to risk coming closer to us. 

			About a half hour later, the whiskey jacks arrived like gray ghosts sliding soundlessly through the dark white fir stand and descended on the bounty. The jay, in turn, stole from one and then the other whiskey jacks when they were far enough from our presence to give them a feeling of safety. It seemed odd that the jay was afraid of us and would not venture near, while the whiskey jacks seemed unafraid but surrendered easily to the jay’s intimidation. I guessed that we—men and birds alike—were simply afraid of different things and willing to take measured risks to gain our various ends. 

			October 13, 1986

			Last night Bill had tied all the horses to a picket line stretched between two ponderosa pines. Ordinarily he tied some horses and left others loose to graze. The supply of pelleted hay that we had packed into camp made it unnecessary for the horses to graze during the night. Oddly, I missed the sound of the horses’ bells and had to remind myself that they were tied on the picket line and had not wandered off. 

			The whiskey jacks were outside the tent at daylight sorting through last night’s dishes. The clanging of the pots and pans, as they were bumped off the log that served as a drainboard, was our alarm clock. The whiskey jacks responded to the clatter of the dishes with their trademark ratcheting call, which I interpreted as their demand for an easy breakfast. I suspected that the whiskey jacks were quickly training us to provide for their needs. Maybe we and the whiskey jacks had unintentionally negotiated an equitable deal. We paid with food, and they graced us with their presence and antics. They liked our food and we enjoyed their company. That seemed, to me, more than fair to both parties. 

			As we were in no hurry to get back to town, we dragged everything out—getting up and dressing, fixing breakfast, washing dishes, packing up, and saddling and packing the horses. We rode out of camp just before noon. As we followed an old logging spur to where our trucks waited, we could hear loggers and logging machinery busily making trees into logs. Boise-Cascade Corporation usually did what Bill and I considered a pretty fair job of forest management. 

			Their cutting prescriptions were, reasonably enough, based primarily on what made their stockholders the most money—today and for the foreseeable future. Harvested trees were chosen for what was needed at the mill at the time. Roads were built to the minimum necessary standards, desired species of trees were carefully spared, and cull trees were girdled and left standing, and provided nest sites for wood peckers and other cavity-nesting birds. 

			All in all, the company’s pragmatic management seemed to yield an outcome for wildlife that was as good as or better than much of what the USFS prescribed. The difference, I thought, came from the roads that were already in place—i.e., there was no necessity for an individual logging show to pay for high-priced roads. That flexibility as to the location and extent of timber removal made a considerable difference. 

			The old stumps that were mixed in with trees of various ages and sizes attested to many decades of single-tree selection harvesting—and some clear-cutting in patches of less than five acres or so followed by planting to ponderosa pine. The current cutting practices seemed to be what foresters call “group selection” in one- to five-acre patches with residual noncommercial trees left standing—“pragmatic forestry” at its best. 

			We were a couple of hundred yards from the horse trucks when we finally came upon a seemingly uneducated ruffed grouse that exhibited no fear as it strolled off to the side of the road and began to strut. I thought to myself, “So now supper shows up? Where was a tame grouse when we needed one?” I had a sweet yellow onion, a green pepper, a can of chicken broth, and a box of rice packed away in the panniers just waiting for such a bird. 

			But now, damn it, we were on our way home and those fixings would have to wait to be used at another time. I exercised my godlike power of life and death over the strutting grouse—and this time came down on the side of life. 

			I did not detect that the grouse recognized my generous gift or that it was at all grateful. Here was a case of the right bird in the right place—at the wrong time. We arrived at the trucks just after noon, tossed the packs and panniers in the bed of my pickup, loaded the horses in the horse truck and trailer, and headed for home.

		

		
			CHAPTER 2

			Not Wilderness—But Really Close

			Bill and I journeyed to a property located just west of Pendleton, Oregon, owned by the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife. Our purpose was to try the pheasant hunting and provide Bill’s new bird dog with a training experience in a new and different habitat.

			November 10, 1986

			Our hunt took us along a small stream with a series of small dams and lakes. Ring-necked pheasants were common in the cattails around the edges of the lakes. They usually “flushed wild”—i.e., out of the range of our shotguns. Clearly, this wasn’t these pheasants’ “first rodeo,” and they most certainly did not consider our presence benign. 

			We also flushed a number of mallards, widgeons, teal, and Canada geese from the myriad small ponds and creeks encountered along the way that took wing— reluctantly, it seemed—with loud vocal protests. They commonly circled and, sometimes, flew back directly over our heads. It was their very good fortune that neither of us possessed a Federal duck stamp. But the birds didn’t know that. We raised our guns, led the birds, and fired phantom shots as they passed overhead—Bang! Bang! Bang! In my mind’s eye, I was an awesome wing shot and didn’t believe that I ever missed—not even a single shot! 

			Though enjoyable, the fantasy was a poor substitute for the real thing. We guessed that these seemingly naive waterfowl had very recently ridden the late-fall winds down from the north and had yet to discover the danger associated with flying low and slow over men with shotguns. As we had seen other hunters putting up blinds and setting out decoys, we suspected that the innocence of such new arrivals would be short-lived. 

			Soon Bill’s pointer was trailing a pheasant down a long, narrow cover along an old fence line. We could tell from the dog’s actions that a pheasant (or several) were running ahead of him. Bill signaled that he would train the dog and that I should hurry ahead to the end of the cover. I reached that point less than a minute or so before Bill and the dog arrived. I could see from the movements of the cattails that a pheasant was moving just ahead of the dog with Bill close behind. I called to Bill to be ready and he stopped. Now we were both ready, with guns up and feet carefully braced, leaving no chance for a slip or a false step. The pheasant came to the end of the cover with the dog close behind. With no option left, it flew straight up out of the reeds. The bird was so close that the sun glinted off the feathers and it was clear that the bird was a cock—therefore legal game. There was no need for me to hurry my shot. The cock rose almost straight up and leveled out to sail away. Bill fired methodically (it was his turn to shoot first)—once, twice, and then again, with no discernible result. The cock swerved and came directly over my head. There was plenty of time to think. I computed that the cock was sailing left and down. I adjusted accordingly and fired. I was so certain of my shot that, when the bird did not fold up in the air and drop to the ground, I simply stood there with my mouth hanging open. 	

			How could both of us, well better than average shot gunners (at least in our humble opinions), have missed an easy shot four times? I thought I knew the answer. It had happened to me before—and more than once. We had simply had too much time to think. When I shoot fast, without thinking, instincts take over and misses are relatively rare. Given too much time to think and compute, a miss becomes ever more likely. There are some things that should be done instinctively, without thinking, and shooting fast-flying birds with a shotgun is one. Detailed analysis does not always yield better results. The acid test, of course, is to sense when to think and when to let instincts take over. The unscathed pheasant landed in the cattails along another fencerow several hundred yards ahead. We marked him down, and I set out at a trot to get into position for another shot. I stationed myself at the edge of the reeds to wait for Bill and the dog and luckily stumbled onto the cock. Once again, he flushed almost straight up catching me totally by surprise. But this time my reaction was instant and instinctive and the cock folded into lifelessness—and fell into the lake! 

			The dog, being a short-haired pointer, refused to play water dog and plopped down on his fanny at the water’s edge. He looked alternately at the floating pheasant and at me. Maybe in this case, a little preliminary thinking would have been in order. Think too much and I miss. Think too little and the bird ends up in the lake. At this juncture, there was probably some great philosophical point to be garnered from the experience, but if so, it escaped me. 

			Wading after pheasants in November was not only bizarre but absolutely certain to be damned uncomfortable! I took off my boots and socks, my wool pants, and my long johns and did my duty, bare ass to the wind. The dog, sitting on his butt at water’s edge, seemed to enjoy the show. After I got dressed, we hunted back along the ravine but on the opposite side, back toward where we had started. We emerged on a road that “just didn’t seem right.” But because there was only one road that showed on our map, provided by our Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife buddies, we assumed it was the road on which we had left my truck. We walked a mile or so down the road as it became evermore glaringly obvious that we had made a really bad surmise. So we did a “to the rear march” and walked back to where we had started. Then we walked a mile or so in the other direction until it became clear that we were still not on the right track. 

			We were becoming more than a bit frustrated, embarrassed, and tired. We saw the critical landmarks. We were on the road. We had a map. In spite of all that, we were indisputably, flat-assed lost. We considered ourselves to be two pretty good mountain men, but it was useless to dispute that fact! We knew where we were, of course. Therefore, it seemed fair to us to say that it was the truck that was lost. We slogged back down the road a mile or so past where we had turned back before and came to a hub of six roads. It was getting along toward dark, we were tired, and we were now presented with a new opportunity to really screw up—magnifying our embarrassment in the process. We were beginning to contemplate gathering up enough wood for a fire, roasting a couple of pheasants, and settling in for the night.

			At this most opportune of moments, a pickup truck with decals on the door proclaiming “OREGON DEPARTMENT OF FISH & WILDLIFE” pulled up. Bill did not want to admit, or even indicate, that we were lost. So he asked, with a perfectly straight face, “Have you seen a brown Ford pickup truck? It’s lost.”

			The driver, trying to hide a smile, announced that he had not seen our pickup, so it must still be lost. He didn’t laugh. Looking Bill in the face, he likely didn’t dare. Laughing would come later. We spread out our map on the hood of his truck. We pointed to where we stood, then to where we believed the truck to be, and where we had been. 

			Light finally dawned—the road on which we were standing was not on the map! That was the second lesson to be learned from this fiasco. Things are not always as the map says. Pilgrims who have blind faith in such “sure” things need to think twice. Several times in the course of this ongoing screw-up we had mutually agreed that “the truck is right over there”—but according to the map, that just couldn’t be. Had we followed our instincts instead of relying on the map, we could have saved ourselves six miles of walking, not counting the embarrassment involved with “losing” our truck. 

			The biologist, who worked for Bill, delivered us to our no longer lost truck. He didn’t snicker or even smile. But we suspected, down deep, that we wouldn’t hear the end of this for a while! 

			For me, one of the attributes of such hunting is that they give me time to wander about all alone and ponder things—sometimes quite odd things—without interference or distraction. For example, on this particular trip, I was troubled by an argument that I had earlier in the week with a colleague about a modified approach to a timber sale that would cost some immediate dollar profit but retain some semblance of good elk habitat. The forester—a colleague and a friend—in a very professional manner ended up calling me an “iconoclastic, anachronistic son-of-a-bitch.” Strangely, I wasn’t insulted, not being too sure of what I was being accused of, though the glowing redness of my colleague’s face gave me a clue that no compliment was intended. 

			I had a chance to refresh my memory as to what those four-bit words meant. Sure enough, Webster’s dictionary says that an iconoclast is “one who attacks cherished beliefs as shams” and an anachronism as “anything incongruous in point of time with its surroundings.” Once I thought about it, I decided that was the nicest thing the fellow ever said to me. Besides, I had to admit his observation, in this case anyway, was right on the money. Of course, I would rather be pleased with the truth than upset by it.

			The statement was perhaps not only an accurate description of me but also of my vocation as a wildlife biologist. After all, my profession’s underpinning science of ecology has been called the “subversive science.” Ecologists do seem to be increasingly in the way of the abject subservience to the icons of cost/benefit ratios, profit maximization, and efficiency. I thought it was no wonder that the academic field of economics was referred to as “the dismal science.” 

			Ecologists do seem to dwell on many values that are not measurable in ciphers—certainly not dollars and cents—and likely never will be. If that was being iconoclast, I relished the title—both for me and for my profession. But in accepting that description, ecologists must recognize that, to most folks, “iconoclastic” is an epithet. Perversity, I thought, brings its own rewards, good and bad. 

			Was I being anachronistic? Without doubt. That word contained a kernel of truth. Most wildlife biologists are in love with the remnant wild things—animals, plants, ecosystems, and places—that still exist and mourn those that have passed away. This applies both to nature and to a vanishing way of life. Some, maybe most, of us feel our anachronism in our bones and know that, down deep, our chances of preserving wild things—and an appreciation for wild things and places—seem destined to become increasingly small over the very long run. 

			Yet in the final analysis it is the only game in town for those who, in their anachronistic hearts and souls, care deeply about such things. The way is hard, with many defeats and fewer victories—and absolutely no victories that are final. Dropouts and burnouts among professionals are common. But there are many in our profession who stay the course and finish stronger and wiser than when they began. 

			Most wildlife biologists might well ascribe to a passage in T. K. Whipple’s Study Out the Land that I had memorized in my youth: “All America lies at the end of the wilderness road, and our past is not a dead past, but still lives in us. Our forefathers had civilization inside themselves, the wild outside. We live in the civilization they created, but within us the wilderness still lingers. What they dreamed, we live, and what they lived, we dream.” 

			Was such a comment iconoclastic? That seemed likely. Anachronistic? Maybe. 

		

		
			CHAPTER 3

			Chasing Mule Deer Bucks in the 
Eagle Cap Wilderness

			At long last was mule deer hunting season, and Bill and I headed for the Eagle Cap Wilderness. As there was just the two of us, we traveled in style with four packhorses—
a veritable plethora of horseflesh and supplies.

			October 4, 1988

			Bill and I traveled up the old sheep driveway from the trailhead to our often used hunting camp on Middle Catherine Creek. The day was hot, dry, and beautiful—much more like late summer than early fall. The summer has been inordinately hot and dry leading us to anticipate that grazing for the horses around the campsite we had in mind might well be depleted. Just in case, the two extra packhorses were each carrying 200 pounds of alfalfa pellets. Once that feed was exhausted, the horses would be available to pack out the two bucks we intended to harvest to add to our winter larders.

			The old sheep driveway was bedded by volcanic ash that had been churned up repeatedly over the years by the hooves of bands of sheep on the way to and from their high mountain pastures. The clouds of dust raised by the horses’ hooves hung in the hot, still air and clogged the nostrils of man and beast. Only the lead horse and rider—which was Bill, to my momentary envy—was spared the worst of the dust. The following horses periodically blew explosively through their nostrils to expel dust and mucus. The blue bandana tied over my nose and mouth was better than nothing—but not by much. My squinted, reddening eyes watered profusely. 

			At the Eagle Cap Wilderness boundary we encountered hand-lettered signs nailed to trees informing us that the trail over Burger Butte and down Elk Creek to the Minam River was in the process of being reconstructed and that periodic dynamite blasts should be expected. As it was Saturday and we had heard neither dynamite blasts nor chainsaw music, we assumed that the trail builders were taking a break to “pursue the wily buck,” along with the rest of the folks apt to be in the backcountry on this special day. 

			We left the main trail and descended, via a secondary route, to the Middle Fork of the Minam River where we turned and followed the Minam River Trail upstream. Bill was riding along about half asleep when his horse turned off the trail at just the right place to take us to a “hidden meadow”—known to us as our “Middle Fork Camp.” I was impressed, one more time, that a horse could remember a turnoff to a familiar campsite after not being there for several years—and maybe only once before. But the horses did remember, no matter whether we arrived in midafternoon or in the pitch-black of midnight. With time, I learned to rely on their memories and night vision. Bill, of course, had that figured out long before. He just kept it to himself.

			More than once, I had returned in the dark to a horse that had been tied all day. I fumbled with cold-stiffened fingers to put on the bridle and tighten the cinch. I put my rifle in the scabbard hanging under the stirrup and stepped up in the saddle, sat there in the blackness, took a deep breath, and gave the horse its head. I sat tight in the saddle, with the reins hanging loose, and with my head bowed to keep the brim of my hat between my face and the possibility of encountering a tree limb. And sure enough, without fail, my horse delivered me to camp. I wasn’t arrogant enough to think the horse much cared about me one way or the other, but camp was where the other horses were, along with grazing grounds and/or alfalfa pellets and access to water. And, the horse would be relieved of its burden.

			I looked upon such a journey as involving two acts of faith. The first was my faith that my horse would stay on the trail and deliver me to camp. The horse had faith that, upon arrival at camp, she would be shed of me and the saddle and accoutrements, have a drink of cold water, and be provided with a belly full of pelleted alfalfa. It was a deal beneficial to both horse and rider. My favorite mare, Summer, came to a stop where she had been tied the night before. It was a beautiful campsite with perfectly level ground for the tent, tall spruce trees to shelter the camp and the horses from wind, wood in plentiful supply, good pasture, and with running, crystal-clear water only thirty yards away. Bill had arrived in camp an hour or so earlier and had coffee boiling on the sheepherder stove and a bottle of rum open and ready to provide a “touch” of medicinal seasoning. Life seemed very good indeed.

			October 5, 1988

			We left camp on foot an hour before first light. Our intent was to reach the divide between the Catherine Creek and Minam River drainages by first light. It was in the scrubby pines just at timberline where we believed that the big mule deer spend their days this time of year. We parted company as we left camp and took separate paths toward the ridge. The uphill climb was tough, hot, slow work. By the time I reached the ridge, I had shed my coat, heavy wool shirt, and woolen cap and tied them to my hunting pack. Only my long johns covered my upper body. Steam rose from my head and upper body in the cold, still air. 

			As the sun peeked over the horizon, the tips of the highest surrounding peaks—Burger Butte and China Cap—were suddenly swathed in new light. I settled into a place in the rocks where I could see a half circle of open ground with a radius of some 200 yards lying below me. With the cessation of the exertion of the climb, my body temperature began to drop, and quickly, abetted by the chill of the rocks and a freshening downslope breeze. Suddenly, all the clothes I could put on were not enough, but now they would have to do. 

			For an hour or so, I shivered in the off-and-on mists until the rising sun finally cleared the mountaintops. Now, the cold granite rocks reflected the sun to where I sat. My dark gray wool jacket absorbed the heat, and I gradually became warm, comfortable, and drowsy. Dozing in the sun can be one of the truly delicious moments of hunting on a brisk fall day. Most hunters won’t admit, until they are older and less intense, to such weakness and lack of discipline. I would wager that most have enjoyed many such brief, stolen naps in the warm sunlight. 

			From time to time, I came fully awake, lifted my head, and checked out the slope lying below me through my field glasses looking for a big mule deer buck that was surely on the way to me. Finding none, I nodded off again. Then I was jarred awake by the sound of rolling rocks. My eyes popped wide open as all my senses sprang to life. Down below, some quarter mile away, two mule deer bucks were quartering up the slope toward the tree line—and straight toward me. They paused every now and then to look over their back trail. Finally, they were within 200 yards, but as they were moving through the trees, they did not present me with a shot I was willing to chance. I was in the prescribed sitting position for marksmen and locked into my rifle and its sling. I tracked the buck through my 4-power telescopic sight, waiting patiently for a clear shot. I slipped into the trancelike state my grandfather called “shooter’s focus.” I began the pertinent calculations—“doing the math”—including distance to target, wind, and anticipated trajectory of the bullet. 

			The waiting and the anticipation sharpened my senses to the point where things seemed to transition into slow motion while colors, sounds, and smells were seemingly magnified. Perhaps that was the predator in my nature clawing its way to the surface through the protective veneer laid down by civilization. Then, as if by magic, there was the big four-point buck, clearly visible between two trees, standing stock-still and facing me head-on. There were no impediments between the muzzle of my Winchester featherweight .30-06 and the buck. He seemed more puzzled, or maybe more curious, than alarmed. I was aware that he might become uneasy and bounce off down hill at any moment, mule deer style. 

			The Lord of the Hunt had done his part. Now it was time for me to shoot—and shoot straight. My focus was complete and intense. My third full, deep breath was slowly exhaled by half and held. Now the only discernible motion in my scope was the slight twitch of my heartbeat showing in the crosshairs. The trigger squeeze commenced. The roar of the discharge and the recoil came as a surprise—and somehow seemed an intrusion. I was not conscious of any recoil, which was actually quite pronounced from the “featherweight” rifle known for its recoil. The buck simply disappeared. But I knew the sight picture was perfect and the trigger squeeze was good. Surely, I thought, the buck was lying dead in his last tracks. Just then, I heard another shot from a mile or so away to the north, echoing back and forth across the canyon. I had no doubt that the bullet had struck its target, as the paired sound of the firing and the strike of the bullet into flesh was clearly discernible. It seemed safe for me to assume that Bill, too, had been successful.

			Sure enough, “my buck”—he was indeed mine now—was lying exactly in the spot where he stood when I squeezed the trigger. He was big and beautiful, sleek and fat, with three points on one antler and four on the other. As I knelt down and touched him, old familiar jumbled feelings swept over me—sadness, elation, appreciation, and respect. I knew, as I had always known in such moments, that one of life’s circles of life and death was complete. For that brief moment, we melded into one—the deer and I—and time seemed to stand still. As I dressed and skinned the buck, yellow jackets began to arrive on the scene. Soon there were, I surmised, at least twenty-five of the little carnivores on the carcass and the blood on the pine needles, with more arriving every minute. That made my job of field dressing the buck a bit more challenging. To my relief, the yellow jackets were too intent on the blood and flesh of the deer to pay any attention to me as I went about my work. The trick to not being stung was to avoid accidentally grabbing or squeezing one of the little critters or giving in to the urge to swat. 

			Once the deer was skinned and quartered, I placed the quarters in clean cotton sacks and hung them up to cool. I made as close to a beeline as I could for camp to procure the services of my saddle mare and a packhorse. I set aside the liver, heart, and neck in a cotton bag that I tied to my hunting pack. Whatever happened during the rest of the day, a “hunter’s celebration” supper resided in that sack. 

			Coming down off the ridge, I ran across tracks that I recognized as Bill’s headed downhill toward camp. Now I felt even more certain that it was he who had fired the shot that I heard strike home earlier. Otherwise, I had no doubt that the old hunter would have hung out in “buck country” at the tree line until after dark.

			When I could make out the tent through the trees, there was smoke coming from the stovepipe and there was the smell of boiling coffee wafting in the upslope breeze. I gave out a “Hello” to the camp!” which solicited a reply—“Wah!” 

			When I arrived in camp, Bill stepped out of the tent and handed me a cup of coffee containing a shot of good bourbon—“just for the taste,” he assured me. The coffee and the ample portion of “taste” were almost as good as the combination smelled. 

			We were both tired—looked it, felt it, and even admitted to it. In spite of that, after a bit of discussion, we deemed it best to get the two deer back to camp before dark. Though the chances were small, there was a risk of a black bear not yet in hibernation finding supper neatly prepared and hanging in cotton sacks. When I attempted to laugh away that concern, Bill told me of the bear tracks he had seen in the fresh early snow. That settled the debate. 
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