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  This book is dedicated to Henry Arrowsmith, my grandfather, who cowboyed at the turn of the twentieth century in these same mountains where I now live and hunt, and to my father, Walter D. Kibler, who often encouraged me to write stories of my experiences.




  


  





  FOREWORD





  In an era in which self-promoting six-figure-income outfitters speak of the safari “industry” and the hunting “business,” Jonathon Kibler is a throwback. He hunts only because he loves it and couldn’t imagine working at anything else. If he can make a meager living sitting on a good, rough-country mule while helling after hounds across Arizona’s deserts hot on a tom lion’s trail, he wants for nothing.




  Kibler grew up in the shadows of the Chiricahua Mountains in southeastern Arizona, even today top lion terrain, and his heroes were his neighbors, the famed Lee brothers, icons of all dry-ground lion hunters running hounds in the desert Southwest, then and now. In his early teens he knew what he wanted to do with his life: follow the chase. Unlike most dreamers, though, Kibler followed his passion with unbending intent. He’s chased lions with hounds ever since, and if he’s had to take other work to make ends meet—invariably ranch work—he’s gotten back on a mule and put the hounds on lion scent as soon as he could. For these reasons, Kibler will never make six figures, nor will he think of his passion as an “industry.” And for these reasons, he is the absolute best at what he does (if you’re skeptical, ask any of the handful of young dry-ground hunters still running lions today; Kibler has mentored most of them).




  Kibler and the scattering of dry-ground lion men in the Southwest are the last of a breed. None can make a living dry-ground lion hunting—most hunt other game and work at regular jobs during the off season. Kibler is the only one trying, and he’s still the dean.




  As Jon Kibler makes clear in this book, dry-ground lion hunting is as different from hunting cougars in snow as it is from hunting elephants in the Caprivi. It is truly an art, an adventure, and a science. A neophyte on his first dry-ground hunt will never comprehend why an artist like Kibler will dismount, follow the trail himself—often on hands and knees—talk to the hounds, sometimes correct them from mistakes even the best dogs make, pull the dogs off the scent only to put them back on over the next ridge, or simply call the hounds off altogether. The client won’t understand it all on his third hunt, either, but by then he’s getting the idea and he’s bitten: It’s always honest adventure. And, too, by that time the client has realized that it’s not the fur on the ground and the trophy in the library that’s important; it’s the chase.




  I first hunted with Jon in January of 2000. A few days earlier, I’d completed an unsuccessful hunt in New Mexico. In the previous several years I’d hunted dry-ground lions twice in Old Mexico: I collected one nice tom and got skunked once. And as an adolescent kid in southern Arizona, I’d chased lions four or five times with varying success. So I was no neophyte to the sport nor to the excitement of the chase.




  I’d booked that hunt with Jarred Nichols, a top dry-ground man and a Kibler protege. Jon Kibler was helping out—not because the pay was good, but for the love of the chase. Guides need help when there’s more than one dude, and Cheri, my better half, accompanied me—as she has on most hunts from Tajikistan to Botswana—to help wrangle and visit with clients. Dry-ground lion hunting is no sure thing, and by the sixth and last day of this hunt I’d already accepted failure: We’d hunted a total of twelve days in two states back to back without getting on a hot scent.




  About midday, though, the hounds found a warmish scent and chased it over half-a-dozen ridges in the Granite Mountains. Jarred had just climbed up to call off the hounds—no outfitter wants his dogs out after dark—so we could make a mule-back dash to the trailhead before full dark when the lion jumped. I sprinted up the slope with my Model 94 to head off the cat while the hounds raced after it. To make a longish story short, I shot the big tom in a boulder pile. With a wayward mule that wanted to kick the hell out of the dead lion, we fetched up in a vast patch of “jumping” cholla cactus. Trying to work saddle animals through one in the dark is a sure invitation to a border-town rodeo. We siwashed in an arroyo.




  There in that arroyo, I learned of Kibler’s other side. He was a storyteller. Cheri and I squirmed close to a fine, extravagant mesquite fire, wrapped against the chill in soaked saddle blankets and exhausted hounds while listening to Jon. Later he recited Rudyard Kipling and Robert Service poetry, then some of his own. The giant saguaros looming on the arroyo walls seemed to listen with rapt attention. Except for young Jarred Nichols, I doubt we slept at all that night, and I’m glad we didn’t. Of course I was impressed—among other things I’m an English professor. After all, we’d killed a magnum desert lion and sat around a perfect fire in a frigid arroyo listening to stories and poetry. Except for the guns and cameras, the time could have been 10,000 years ago.




  I hunted again with Kibler two years later, in the Pajarito Wilderness in the borderlands. We had a fine time, chasing lions nearly every day of the ten-day hunt and finally managing to catch one on the last day. We heard more poetry and more stories, and I encouraged Jon to write this book. I didn’t realize what I had wrought!




  In March of 2005 we hunted with Jon once again. We treed a nice tom on the second or third day, and I let him go because I had larger cats at home. But then, dry-ground lion hunters are not really in it for the trophy: They hunt for love of the chase and the country. And in Jon Kibler’s case, the stories and poetry and camaraderie serve as the spicy mustard on a Chicago frankfurter.




  And so I’ve sworn, cajoled, encouraged, and edited in the process of getting Kibler’s stories into print, and I don’t regret a moment of it. I’m proud indeed to be associated with Jon Kibler and the writing of this classic, for a classic it is.




  Walt Prothero


  Wasatch Mountains, Utah


  June 2005
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  I wrote the “Phantom Lion” in Lava Camp in the Fra Cristóbal Mountains, where I lived and worked for a year on a lion research project in New Mexico. I lived there alone, and often at night I would dream of the elusive lions prowling in the mountains above my camp. It inspired me to write this poem.




  The Phantom Lion




  The lions are prowling in the mountains tonight




  Searching to kill their prey




  While on his chain a hound woefully moans




  Waiting the break of day




  And I in my sleep do fitfully turn




  As my dreams go fluttering by




  Of the hunt, the chase and the baying hounds




  And oh how hard I try




  To catch the green-eyed demon god




  Who haunts my dreams at night




  But like a phantom, when the alarm clock rings




  He vanishes from my sight




  A lion has killed a mule deer buck




  And hidden his kill from sight




  And slipped away to a hidden place




  To wait the coming of another night




  In vivid dreams I see him there




  As he feeds on his fallen prey




  I see the place where it’s covered up




  Just before the break of day




  Wild and mysterious haunted canyon runs




  Through a land legends have made strange




  And many have come to search for the gold




  In the mighty Superstition Mountain Range




  The big white rocks where the trail drops down




  I saw it as plain as could be




  Where the lion killed a mule deer buck




  And covered it under a juniper tree




  Mounted on mule and the hounds cast free




  Soon they struck his trail




  Up Haunted Canyon the race was on




  You could hear them bawl and wail




  On Government Mountain he was brought to bay




  Over the hounds I heard him scream




  Then the demon god was crouched in the bluffs




  I saw his green eyes sparkle and gleam




  He stared at me as though I was cursed




  As I raised the rifle to shoot




  Then with a scream he came at me




  That green-eyed demon brute




  With drooling mouth and taloned claws




  I thought the end was near




  As to my shoulder the gun butt slid




  And I brought the rifle to bear




  The trigger I pulled to stay the beast




  That’s haunted my dreams so drear




  But a metallic click as the hammer fell




  Was all that I could hear




  I knew it was over, that soon I’d die




  In a second I’d feel his fang




  And then I heard a distant sound




  As my alarm clock rang.
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  The Hunt
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  It’s a love affair, I guess, and in my blood. My grandfather was raised here and rode these same mountains. He spent most of his life working on ranches here in the Superstitions and was never happy unless he was on a horse. I imagine that he too rode the same almost invisible trails that traverse these lonely canyons and ridges, like the one I’m on today. It’s haunting at times, for I feel that he’s with me on these narrow, rocky trails, where no one has been for many years. The mountains are unchanged, but because of environmental laws, drought, and low cattle prices, the cattle are mostly gone. The ranches have gone out of business, and the people who worked them have moved on. Still, the old trails and springs that were once the life blood of the ranches are there, if you look hard enough. After years of abandonment and neglect, they are now overgrown with scrub oak and manzanita, leaving only a dim and faded trace of their former existence. Soon they will be lost forever, surviving only in the memory of the few remaining souls who once rode their rocky and lonely paths.




  As I sit my mule today, my hounds work a lion track far below in the narrow and rocky canyon. Faintly, just faintly, I can hear the occasional bawl of a hound. Soon the sun will set, leaving a red glow—then, much too suddenly, darkness will come. I am miles from camp, and it’s time to call in the hounds and start back. This lion will have to wait. All day I’ve trailed it, across a ridge, down a canyon, and then across another ridge much like the first. I think that it will be late, very late, before I reach camp, as I sit my mule and gaze across the vast range of mountains and canyons.




  My hands and feet were still numb from the cold that comes with a January dawn when the hounds first struck the lion track and gave voice with their mournful bawls, which echoed through the canyons. Reluctantly I got off my mule and stomped my feet to start the blood flowing. Then, my legs stiff with cold, I looked for a mark in the hard-packed, rocky trail that might give me a clue as to the sex of the lion and its direction of travel. I found what I believed was the toe mark of a big tom lion, mixed among the tracks of the hounds and other wildlife that used the trail during the night—and for once we were going the right way. Maybe, I thought, I’ll be lucky, and be on the short end of the track.




  I swung onto my mule again and listened to the bawling hounds as they began to trail up a small side canyon to the north; I knew that they would rim out over the top. Riding a short distance from where they had struck, I found the tom’s scratch along the side of the trail in dead scrub oak leaves. We were going right for sure, but it was a clean scrape with no scat. Maybe it’s a traveling tom cat looking for female company. A traveling tom will always move in a straight line, more or less. He’ll go directly down the top of a ridge, hit a canyon, and travel straight up or down it. There will be no zigzagging around on a hillside, the way a hunting lion will. Then the hounds topped out. I thought, This is going to be a long day.




  For how many hundreds of miles have I followed my hounds on the back of a mule? I could never guess, and sometimes even I wonder why I do it. Yet when the first chill of the fall comes, it finds me on a lonely mountainside, listening to the distant bawl of a hound. As I sit I smell the sweet fragrance of the desert on the fickle breeze, which teases the plumes of grass peeking out from between broken rocks. There’s a cool freshness in the early morning air and the first red rays of the lazy sun. I can hear the distant call of the quail, the soft cooing of the dove, and from far out on the desert flats comes the yelp of a coyote. No words exist to describe it.




  But now I can no longer hear the distant bawling, and there will be no moon tonight. Once darkness falls there will be no hope of overtaking my dogs. I’ve trailed this lion for the best part of the day, and now it’s been a half-hour since I last heard them trailing up a canyon to the west. I’m not looking forward to what lies ahead. This canyon is not one of my favorites. I’ve been here before, and the memories are not pleasant. Disaster struck years earlier in a place much like this. I was in the Pinaleno Mountains of southern Arizona guiding lion hunts. On that day I was descending the canyon slope on a young mule when it spooked and started to buck. I still haven’t figured out what caused him to spook, but he lost his footing and went down. I flew off on the downhill side, and the mule rolled over me, crushing me pretty badly. The mule, as always, was unhurt, but I was unconscious for fifteen minutes. My client was a doctor, a nice guy and a good client, who could get around with you and not complain. After my fall he faithfully watched over me, counting the minutes on his watch and fearful that I would slip into a coma. We were only a mile and a half from the truck, but my client had no idea how to find it, and he was beginning to get panicky. Finally, after fifteen minutes—but what must have seemed an eternity to him—I came to. At first I had no idea where we were, or who my client was, and I’ll freely admit it’s a strange feeling when your mind goes blank. After another twenty or thirty minutes, though, my head had cleared, and we started back. I was unable to mount my mule and so had to walk out, leading the way. It was a long mile and a half. Each step pained me, and I found out later that I had a dislocated neck, five fractured ribs (two in front of my chest and three next to my spine), a dislocated left shoulder, and a fractured left shoulder blade. I had also reinjured my lower back and right hip, smashed up in an earlier wreck. The chances of my ever riding or hunting again were slim, they said, but a year later I was back at it.




  Discretion is the best part of valor, so they say, but as I looked at the canyon below, I knew that there was only this one way down. Darkness was coming on fast, and discretion would have to go on hold. It’s hard to explain what goes through your mind when you know that you’re making a suicide run down the rock-sown, cactus-infested vertical side of a canyon. But I’d set discretion aside, so I took a deep breath and set off, hoping for the best. There was no choice, anyway; that’s where the hounds had gone, and I had to follow.




  Forty-five minutes and a few prayers later I reached the bottom, where a dim but worn trail left by a forgotten man in a forgotten time meandered through the boulder-strewn, narrow, and winding canyon floor. Just ahead I could see the old tailings of a mine, and just a bit higher the caved-in mouth of an abandoned shaft. Old mine shafts like this are scattered throughout the mountain ranges in Arizona, and they vary in size from a scratch on the rocks to impressive chasms. But the thing that always surprises me is where you might chance upon them. Once I followed my hounds into a brushed-up, haired-over canyon that was so tangled with brush and boulders that a rat couldn’t get through. After hours of hacking and clawing my way down, I came upon the tailings of an old mine. There were several small wooden buildings, a tailings dump with three ore cars, and tracks running from the shaft to the dump. Everything had been packed in on burros, the prospector’s best friend. In this modern age of motorized vehicles and good roads, we tend to forget how difficult those days were and how tough and hard were those old prospectors.




  But just then I had other things on my mind. I was busy hoping that the lion didn’t fort up in one of those old mine shafts. Faintly, just faintly, I thought that I could hear the bawling of a hound. But I was unsure, so I pressed forward. It was late, and night was fast approaching: it was becoming a race between me and the blackness of a moonless night. Sweat cascaded down my mule, and its breath became labored. I could feel the hard, rapid pounding of its heart beneath my legs. There was no time to wait, though, so I pushed him on.




  I’d ridden close to a mile when, rounding a bend, I heard, resounding from the canyon walls, the unmistakable bawling of hounds at bay. They were close, around the next bend perhaps. Voices echoing off canyon walls can play tricks on a hunter’s ears, making them sound closer than they really are. As I rounded the next bend, I could hear them plainly a good ways off; they were above the canyon floor, probably in the many bluffs of the canyon walls.




  Thirty minutes later I saw them, three hundred feet up, baying in the bluffs. A large tom was perched in a dead juniper snag in the broken bluffs just above the hounds. It’s at times like these that I would give anything to have a camera, but I seldom carry one. So I just sat there on my mule and soaked in the beauty of it. Believe me when I say that hunting is not about killing. I have always told prospective clients that if they have to kill a lion to have a good hunt, don’t come with me. Go hunt with someone on snow. But if they want an active hunt from beginning to end, and are willing to put in long days hunting and tracking lions through rough terrain on foot and mule back, then this is the hunt for them. At the end of the hunt they will have a trophy they have earned and can be proud of.




  For the most part, lions are now hunted and taken on the snow. That was not so until the early 1980s, with the advent of better four-wheel-drive pickups, the quad and the snowmobile, and improvements in the number and quality of roads through the mountains. Handheld radios for communication became affordable, and telemetry (that is, tracking collars for hounds) came into play. Widespread snow hunting for lion was born. A hunter no longer had to spend years learning the art of hunting and tracking lion on bare ground, nor was it necessary to have well-trained and broken-in strike dogs. Lion hunting had moved into the twentieth century, with all of its gadgets and motorized vehicles. Hunters driving pickup trucks and quads now became the strike dogs, driving the many new roads after a fresh snow.




  It has become no longer important to know how to find the almost invisible pug marks of a lion as it traverses the rock-strewn mountainside, a must in bare ground lion hunting. Hounds are unable to distinguish which direction a lion is traveling in by its scent. The hunter must determine direction after the hounds strike, and put his hounds on the track. In snow hunting, you know before a hound is ever put on a track which direction the cat is traveling in. Today, hunters can locate fresh tracks by road, then crisscross the country on other roads in the general direction the lion is traveling in to see if they can cut it fresher. That makes it unnecessary to start trailing from the first place it was located, as you must in bare ground hunting. Nor is it a must now to judge the age of a track by the way it appears or by the way the hounds trail it. Good bare ground hounds can trail a two- to three-day-old track, depending on the trailing conditions. In the snow you don’t trail two-day-old tracks. They are usually from thirty minutes to two hours old, or the hunter will not put out on them.




  The two hardest things in bare ground hunting are striking a lion track and determining its direction of travel. Three-quarters of the battle is won in snow hunting before the hounds are ever put down on the track: You have located the track, and you know the direction of travel. It is a very productive means of hunting if your goal is to kill a lion, but it is unrewarding for the true hunter. The old art of lion hunting, without the aid of snow, is lost to all but the few who hang on to the old ways. With me, for a moment, the clock is turned back a hundred years, and I pursue the great cat on bare ground, following the hounds on mule back over rocky ground as they unravel the lion’s trail. Call me a romantic, but I know what it is like in the solitude of a lonely place to feel at peace with myself and with all that’s around me.




  The hour is late, and I must gather in the hounds and start back. I dismount and look up at the hounds. This won’t be fun. It’s no easy chore to crawl up the face of a canyon wall into the bluffs and try to leash a bunch of excited, bawling hounds that don’t want to leave the lion, and then drag them back down to the canyon floor where the mule is patiently waiting. One hour later and drenched with sweat despite the cold, I’m back down to my mule and lead both it and the hounds through the canyon a ways before I turn the dogs loose again. Mounting my mule, I take one last look at the lion before I leave. That lion will live for another hunt, as I have no client today. Perhaps next week, next month, or a year from now I’ll find him again—it’s hard to say. A tom lion lives in a territory of approximately one hundred square miles, and they have specific routes they travel within that range. Every fourteen to twenty-one days they complete their circuit, depending on when they kill and how long they stay at each kill site. It also depends on how many receptive ladies they may find along the way. So I know that in fourteen to twenty-one days he’ll be back here somewhere, maybe. But it’s a big country, and it’s always best to have Lady Luck on your side.




  The day has been much longer than I had hoped, but then I have little control over how far or long I will have to trail a lion. But today, at least, the lion was caught—a successful hunt. Success always has a price, though, and the price is that I lost the race with the darkness. This canyon is rim walled on both sides, and the only way out is the way I came in. I’ve been in the saddle for eight hours, camp is much too far, and night will surely overtake me. If there were a good trail out of the canyon and back to camp, I could give my mule his head and he would take me out, dark or not. But here there is no good trail, so I’ll use what little light is left to find a place to spend the night. There’s no water here; it will be a dry camp. I look for a flat, sandy spot with plenty of dry wood for the fire I’ll need to break the chill of the night, and the frost that will surely come before the sun peeks over the canyon wall. The mule is tied to a nearby tree, and the hounds lie curled up under the brush, already asleep after a long, hard day. I build my fire and settle in for the long winter’s night. Yes, some things have changed, but others have not. I thank God that I can live a great part of my life out of doors, and I’m hoping that when my time comes to leave I’ll be on my mule, riding the same old trails that my grandfather did, following my hounds down a lonely canyon in pursuit of a lion.
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  The Men, the Hunt, and the Hounds
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  It was the times, the nature of the prey they hunted, and the harsh and unforgiving terrain that made those men as tough as the hounds they hunted. Although I have followed hounds here in the desert for more than forty years, I by no means claim to be as tough as they were. I have radios, electronic training collars, tracking collars, and a new truck to haul my mules and hounds in, over roads that are much improved. And although I have a great love for the olden days, I don’t want to give up my conveniences.




  Actually, they had been in existence for many years before I ever used them. I purchased my first electronic training collar somewhere around 1985. As for the tracking collar, it wasn’t until about 1995 that I bought my first. Now, as I look back, I wonder how I ever got along without them. The truth is, I’m spoiled. The electronic or shocking collar was one of the greatest inventions that ever hit the hound world, greatly improving the training and control of tough and determined hounds.




  The first electronic trainers to be manufactured and marketed were made in the late 1950s or early 1960s by the Lee Brothers of Tucson, Arizona, and they were called Lee Brothers collars. They were bulky and electronically crude. But the collars improved as technology advanced, and I’m told that they sold their company to Tri-tronics, also based in Tucson. Tri-tronics developed a completely new design for their collars and have ever since been the leader in the field of electronic training devices. Dale Lee was the brother who originally dreamed up the idea for shocking collars.




  This is the story that Dale told me on how it all came about. Dale was camped out and hunting in the Sierra Ancha Mountains with a client from California, an electrical engineer. He had several good lion hounds with him on that hunt, but one was exceptional. That hound, however, had one bad fault—he loved to run deer. Dale said that no matter how many times he got after him, he could never break him of running deer.




  A few days into the hunt, they got up early and had begun their circle when a Coues deer jumped up in front of the hounds. The hound, true to his nature, gave chase. Dale yelled and screamed at that dog-gone hound, but as usual it kept right on going. Dale gave chase but was unable to stop the hound, and finally he gave it up and sat there on his mule, wishing there was something he could do. As the hound was crossing the far ridge and going out of sight, Dale told his client, “I wish there was some way I could push a button and shock that son-of-a-gun and knock him on his butt.” His client sat for a minute or two and then said, “Well, Dale, maybe you can.” On the side of that mountain the idea for the electronic training collar was born, and the rest is history.




  Today it’s not hard to break a hound from off-game, but before the electronic trainer, or shocking collar, as they’re called, it was almost impossible. I can still remember, before I started lion hunting, riding through the mountains with my folks. As I watched the rough, brushy mountainous country pass, I’d think, How in the world would you ever catch your hound off a deer track in this country? As a kid I found the prospect intimidating, but as I found out later, you just take it all in stride and learn to overcome the difficulties.




  Back in 1963, when I was a kid, a friend, Richard, and I went bobcat hunting on Tonto Creek below Payson, Arizona. I had with me an old hound I called Worth, probably one of the greatest hounds I have ever owned and as trash-proof as any hound could be. But for some reason on that day he decided run a javelina. While free casting the hounds as we walked through the thickets along Tonto Creek, we walked into the middle of a herd of about twenty javelina that flushed like a covey of quail. Old Worth instantly gave chase—why I’ll never know, as he never ran one before or after—and he was going after it hammer and tongs. I yelled at him and gave chase, but of course I couldn’t outrun him. As the javelina ran circles around us I’d try to cut him off. But Worth was too smart for me, and every time I’d get close he’d dodge to one side and keep on trucking.




  Soon I got tired of chasing him and got mad. I picked up a couple of egg-sized rocks, and the next time I got close to him I let one go for all I was worth. It was a perfect throw, catching Worth just over the right ear while he was at a dead run. When the rock hit, he dropped like a brick. I ran over to him. Blood was coming out of his nose, and his legs started to jerk with muscle spasms. My gosh, I thought, I’ve just killed my best hound. I was pretty nervous for a while, but before long he came to, getting up onto weak legs. He wobbled around for a bit but was okay.




  That incident took place before shocking collars were reliable or popular among hunters. In those days you used whatever was handy to discipline your hounds, whether it was rocks, ropes, belts, tree branches, or bridle reins. Today electronic collars have been perfected, and they seldom, if ever, false shock. They have become affordable and have made the hunter’s life much easier—besides not being nearly as hard on the hound.




  But breaking a hound off bad game is never a sure thing, and about the time you think you can trust one, it lets you down. I’ll never forget the time that Richard, a friend from California, came to Arizona to try out a couple of hounds that John, also a friend of mine, had for sale. Richard drove down and met John and me at a little café called the Dairy Burger in Bowie, Arizona. From there we drove to Emigrant Canyon in the Chiricahua Mountains. A half-mile up Emigrant the hounds struck a female track going up the canyon. About 1:00 P.M. the track turned to the east and then turned again to the southeast and started up Rough Mountain. Richard was only trying out the hounds—and none of us wanted to tackle Rough Mountain—so we called off the hounds and headed back to the truck and Bowie. We ate a hamburger and talked about the hounds and how they trailed.




  Finally, Richard told John that he wanted the black hound Baukinbush, but needed to know one thing. “John,” he said, “tell me straight. Is he broke from off-game?”




  John sat there looking at Richard for a moment and said, “Well, Richard, he’s supposed to be.” Richard looked confused. First he looked at me and then at John.




  “Supposed to be? What does that mean?”




  John replied, “It means he’s kind of like you. You know what’s right and wrong, but sometimes you do what’s wrong anyway. That’s the way he is, too.” A truer statement has never been spoken about how broke a hound is.




  Some of those old hounds were tough, and you had to be really careful when you whipped them. If you didn’t have a real good solid hold on them, some of them would come after you. They weren’t mean hounds, but if you’d go to whipping on them, they’d try to eat you alive. I was always careful, but once a black and tan I called Mike just about took my leg off, and probably would have if I hadn’t worn my leather chaps. Before the advent of electronic training collars hunters had to be tough; it was no easy task to run the hounds down on foot or mule back. Most good lion country is set on edge and covered with rock, boulders, bluffs, brush, and cactus. Every time a hunter dashed across the side of some godforsaken mountain, trying to catch his hounds, he was putting his life at risk.




  Once, while making a mad dash across a brushy mountainside, trying to catch my hounds and turn them around on a lion track, I passed between two large bushes while riding at full speed. Hidden in the green leaves of the bush, a dead branch about 8 inches in diameter protruded into my path. I never saw it until afterward, but it hit my leg right over the pants pocket. The mule was going full tilt when I hit, and she kept right on going. I never made it past the branch. The branch unseated me, and the mule ran out from under me. I fell straight down onto my back, looking up at the dead stub. I didn’t break any bones, but my leg swelled up to near twice normal size and turned black and blue. And it sure hurt.




  Another time I was following my hounds on a rough and brushy mountainside when I came to a rock rim ten feet high. Twenty minutes earlier the hounds had trailed over it and were now nearly out of hearing. Casting this way and that I finally found a break in the brush-choked rim. My mule had only to step or jump up a three-foot ledge and push through a ten-foot band of brush to be clear and I could go on. Once again, though, concealed from sight in the foliage was a stout branch some three inches in diameter. I put my mule forward up the break, and as she stepped quickly or half-jumped up the ledge, the branch struck me across the chest, rolling me over backward off the mule’s rump. It happened so quickly that there was nothing I could do. I fell not only the height of my mule but also on the downhill side of the ledge. I landed flat on my back after a complete somersault and hit my head on a rock. I lay there half-dazed for a few minutes before I regained my composure. No bones were broken, but my ego suffered a serious compound fracture. Accidents are not confined to the novice rider and client, but happen to the most experienced of riders.




  Before the introduction of tracking collars, it was often almost impossible to avoid losing the hounds on a good track, and hours or sometimes days were spent looking for them. Lion country is usually so brushy, bluffed, and rim-rocked, or has so much cactus, that it’s impossible to keep up with a fast-moving pack of hounds. When hounds trail through places you can’t follow on mule back, the answer is to park the mule and hoof it as fast as you can. Many a day I’ve spent more time on foot than on mule back, but partly it’s my own fault. I am convinced that the proper method of following and handling hounds when trailing a lion is to go exactly where they go. The reason is that lions may make 90-degree turns or walk back on their own tracks, or at times the ground will not hold the scent. When any of those occur, it is always beneficial to know the line of travel and the last place that the hounds could smell the track. Knowing those things will enable you to figure out what happened to the track and line the hounds out on it again.




  If a lion should hit a road, it’s important to know from which direction and angle. That will help you to determine whether the lion crossed the road or went up or down it. Any information about the track that you can glean from following and watching the hounds trail will improve your chances of unraveling a lose (see glossary) and could make the difference between catching a lion or just having a long ride. The problem has always been that the hounds can trail through bad places faster than it’s possible to walk or ride a mule. When one does make it through, the hounds may be long gone and out of hearing.




  This applies to good or fresh tracks. Most lion tracks are trailed about as fast as you can walk or a little slower, but on a good track hounds may trail at a fast trot to an all-out run. When the hounds are gone and out of hearing, a knowledge of the terrain and the way lions travel through it comes in useful. The old-time bare ground hunter knew the terrain and knew lions. He didn’t have the option of pulling out some electronic gadget to help him find his hounds. There was only his knowledge of the hunt and the open expanse of the mountains before him.




  Once I was hunting with Bruce Bull, an old lion hunter from New Mexico, in the Greasewood Mountains just out of Willcox, Arizona. Another young guy and I were guessing and making bets as to where the lion we were trailing would go. Bruce just sat there on his horse listening to the hounds and wouldn’t join in on our guessing game. Finally I asked him which way he thought the lion would go. He turned a little in his saddle and looked at us and said, “Whichever way he turns his head.” Over the years I’ve found that was a wise answer. Sometimes you just can’t outguess them, but at times there’s no other choice but to figure the best you can and go on.




  One of the things that made the difference between a lion hunter and a great lion hunter was—and still is today—the ability to think like a lion and make the right decision more often than not. The majority of today’s lion hunters don’t know or understand lions or lion lore, nor can they figure out what’s happened to a track turned bad. If tracks turn bad, usually they will pull the hounds and go back to the truck; if the hounds are out of hearing they will pull out their electronic gadgets and say, “Looks like the hounds are over that way.” No one has the desire to learn the old arts of bare ground hunting.




  I’m not completely innocent myself. I have tracking collars on all my hounds when hunting. I seldom use them more than three or four times a year, but when I do it’s sure nice to have them. It has always been the challenge of the hunt that appealed to me. Call me a romantic if you like, but if you rely on the old skills and arts of the hunt, I believe that it adds to the experience and quality of the experience. Tracking collars have their place, though, and if used properly they won’t distract from the quality of the hunt.




  A few years ago I had a redtick female that didn’t come in at the end of the day. We had trailed a tom through some bluff and boulder piles under a rock rim. Unknown to me, she had been knocked off the bluffs or, perhaps, a large boulder; I was never sure just where she fell and injured herself. The next morning I took my tracking receiver and went looking for her. During the night she had recovered somewhat and was attempting to return to the truck. I found her about a half-mile from the bluffs, dragging herself along the ground. I put her on the mule with me and packed her out, although it must have been a very painful ride for her. It took her six months to recuperate fully, and I believe that had she not been wearing a collar she probably would have died on the mountain. In instances like that tracking collars are invaluable.
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