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Boone and Mountain Lion, 1976 | Oil on Masonite. 20 x 30 inches by Boone and Crockett Club Member Robert Kuhn (United States, 1920-2007)
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THE MISSION
of the Boone and Crockett Club

 

It is the mission of the Boone and Crockett Club to promote the guardianship and provident management of big game and associated wildlife in North America and to maintain the highest standards of fair chase and hunter ethics in all aspects of big game hunting, in order that this resource of all the people may survive and prosper in its natural habitats. Consistent with this objective, the Club supports the use and enjoyment of our wildlife heritage to the fullest extent by this and future generations.
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Photo from B&C Archives

Colorado hunter Edison A. Pillmore (pictured above) was given the Sagamore Hill Award at the Club’s Sixth Competition held at the American Museum of Natural History in New York. His typical mule deer has a final score of 203-7/8 points and was harvested in 1949 near North Park, Colorado.
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Photo from B&C Archives

Robert C. Reeve set a new World’s Record when he shot this Alaska brown bear in 1948 near Cold Bay. Reeve was shooting a Model 96 Winchester to harvest the bear that reportedly weighed over 1,800 pounds and measured 12 feet wide and 10 feet tall. The skull is currently owned by the American Museum of Natural History in New York City. Reeve was the first hunter to receive a Sagamore Hill Award from the Boone and Crockett Club.


Sagamore Hill Award

Robert H. Hanson

B&C Regular Member

THE SAGAMORE HILL AWARD IS THE HIGHEST AWARD GIVEN BY THE BOONE AND CROCKETT CLUB. IT WAS ESTABLISHED IN 1948, IN MEMORY OF THEODORE ROOSEVELT (FOUNDER AND FIRST PRESIDENT OF THE BOONE AND CROCKETT CLUB), AND HIS TWO SONS, THEODORE ROOSEVELT, JR., AND KERMIT ROOSEVELT.

The process of determining a recipient of this prestigious award is quite rigorous. With respect to big game trophies, a Big Game Awards Final Judges Panel may, if in its collective opinion there is an outstanding trophy worthy of great distinction, recommend to the Sagamore Hill Award Committee an Award recipient. That committee is always headed by the immediate past president of the Club, with the remainder of the committee made up of past presidents and the current president. As of this writing, the Awards Committee is chaired by Lowell E. Baier, immediate past president and a Regular Member of the Club since 1980, ably assisted by 10 of the Club’s past presidents and current president, Ben B. Wallace, Jr. Only one Sagamore Hill trophy may be given in any Big Game Awards Program.

The chair distributes all trophy nomination recommendations to the full committee for further review, and any decision to make an award must be approved unanimously and through an anonymous vote. Finally, all Sagamore Hill Awards are reviewed and approved by the Roosevelt family.

 


SAGAMORE HILL AWARD WINNERS




1948 ROBERT C. REEVE– ALASKA BROWN BEAR
29-13/16– COLD BAY, ALASKA



1949 E.C. HAASE – ROCKY MOUNTAIN GOAT
56-6/8 – BABINE MTS., BRITISH COLUMBIA



1950 DR. R.C. BENTZEN – TYPICAL WAPITI
441-6/8 – BIGHORN MTS., WYOMING



1951 GEORGE LESSER – WOODLAND CARIBOU
405-4/8– GANDER RIVER, NEWFOUNDLAND



1953 EDISON PILLMORE – TYPICAL MULE DEER
203-7/8 – NORTH PARK, COLORADO



1957 FRANK COOK – DALL’S SHEEP
185-6/8 – CHUGACH MTS., ALASKA



1959 FRED C. MERCER – TYPICAL WAPITI
419-4/8 – MADISON COUNTY, MONTANA



1961 HARRY L. SWANK JR.– DALL’S SHEEP
189-6/8– WRANGELL MTS., ALASKA



1963 NORMAN BLANK– STONE’S SHEEP
190-6/8– SIKANNI RIVER, BRITISH COLUMBIA



1965 MELVIN J. JOHNSON – TYPICAL WHITETAIL
204-4/8 – PEORIA COUNTY, ILLINOIS



1973 DOUG BURRIS JR. – TYPICAL MULE DEER
226-4/8 – DOLORES COUNTY, COLORADO



1976 GARRY BEAUBIEN – MOUNTAIN CARIBOU
452– TURNAGAIN RIVER, BC


1986 MICHAEL J. O’HACO, JR. – PRONGHORN
93-4/8 – COCONINO COUNTY, ARIZONA



1989 GENE C. ALFORD – COUGAR
16-3/16 – IDAHO COUNTY, IDAHO



1992 CHARLES E. ERICKSON JR. – NON-TYPICAL COUES’ WHITETAIL
155 – GILA COUNTY, ARIZONA



2001 GERNOT WOBER – ROCKY MOUNTAIN GOAT
56-6/8 – BELLA COOLA, BRITISH COLUMBIA



2010 PAUL T. DEULING –MOUNTAIN CARIBOU
459-3/8– PELLY MOUNTAINS, YUKON TERRITORY




A special award may also be presented by the Sagamore Hill Award Committee to a Club member who has made an overwhelmingly unique contribution to the Club that will likely change the Club for better, forever.

To date, Sagamore Hill Awards have been given to 17 worthy recipients, the first such recognition having been accorded to Robert C. Reeve in 1948 for his outstanding Alaskan brown bear. Special Sagamore Hill Awards have been given to eight Club members since the award was established.

I have had the honor and privilege of serving on four Judges Panels, two as a judge, once as Chair of the Judges Panel and once as a consultant. That experience has given me an inside view of how the award process operates.

Once the panel has finished its work, which generally has involved four to five days of intense measuring—often from dawn till dusk—the panel, as its last order of business, gathers to determine if any trophy received during that particular Awards Program is worthy of consideration as a potential Sagamore Hill Award winner. As part of that exercise, the judges review the stories which have been authored by the hunters who have taken high-ranking trophies, and frequently a spirited debate ensues. There is no mandate that a Sagamore Hill Award be given for each Awards Program. In fact, of the four panels on which I have served, only two panels elected to recommend the award. This immediately raises the issue of what criteria are considered by the judges.

A new World’s Record for a given species does not necessarily assure a positive recommendation. In fact, several World’s Records were verified at each of the two panels on which I served which did not make an award recommendation. A review of the trophy awards that have been recognized over the years reveals that a number of trophies were, to be sure, high-ranking, but not necessarily at the top of the list.
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Photo from B&C Archives

Harry L. Swank, Jr., was hunting in 1961 with Perley Jones of the US Army Engineer District and Jack E. Wilson of Wilson’s Flyer Service out of Gulkana, Alaska, when he harvested the new World’s Record Dall’s sheep. With a score of 189-6/8 points, Swank’s ram is four points larger than Frank Cook’s sheep that had held the top spot since 1956. Both gentlemen received the Club’s Sagamore Hill Award based on their extraordinary efforts that resulted in harvesting world-class trophies.

 

In the case of the two Judges Panels on which I served that did make an affirmative recommendation, one trophy tied the World’s Record for its specific category and the other was recognized as a new World’s Record in its category. That said, it was not the new World’s Record status that convinced the judges to recommend the Sagamore Hill Awards, it was the unique set of circumstances surrounding the hunts that tipped the scales. There was a common thread that ran through both hunting experiences that is worthy of detailing in this introduction. I am sure that earlier Judges Panels applied the same criteria when considering a potential award.

In short, to be worthy of consideration, a hunt must exemplify the sporting values that Theodore Roosevelt championed—fair chase, self-reliance, perseverance, selective hunting and mastery of challenges. Keep these criteria in mind as you read the accounting of the hunts which produced the two most recent winners of the Sagamore Hill Award.

In 2001, the Sagamore Hill trophy was given to Gernot Wober, whose Rocky Mountain goat was submitted to the 24th Awards Judges Panel, which convened in Springfield, Missouri, to perform final measuring and verification of the entry scores of trophies taken during 1998-2000. The score ultimately given to this outstanding trophy tied the World’s Record in that category. What persuaded the panel to recommend the granting of the Sagamore Hill Award, however, was not its World’s Record status, but rather the sporting values previously noted. Readers of the first edition of Legendary Hunts will doubtless recall the wonderful story authored by Wober.

He and his hunting partner started their hunt at sea level in Bella Coola, British Columbia, and in the space of eight hours, had climbed 5,000 feet, while each packed close to 60 pounds of gear. Wober, a bow hunter, missed a shot at a good goat when his arrow was deflected by a tree. On two more occasions he had equally bad luck.
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Material from B&C Archives

Gene Alford had been in the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness for 24 days when his hound Scratch treed this cougar. With one shot from his .357 Smith & Wesson at 10 yards, Alford harvested the number two cougar ever recorded by the Boone and Crockett Club. Alford was presented the Sagamore Hill Award at the Club’s 20th Big Game Awards Program in 1989.

 

Before returning to their truck to regroup and replenish their supplies, they spotted a huge goat, which they immediately named “Mr. Big.” When they returned to the high country, Wober opted to exchange his bow for his hunting partner’s .270. As luck would have it, they once again spotted Mr. Big, and Wober urged his partner to shoot it with his bow.

After a long stalk, fighting slide alder and wet rocks, his partner could not see the goat and asked Wober if he could still see him. When Wober answered affirmatively, his partner yelled, “Just shoot him” (which became the title of the story in Legendary Hunts). One shot from the .270 put the goat down.

All of us who hunt, know the hunt is never complete until the trophy has been caped, skinned, and all edible meat has been carried out. Wober and his partner, fighting tough terrain all the way, demonstrated both their ethics and their persistence in accomplishing this task. The Judges Panel deemed it most appropriate to recommend that the Sagamore Hill Award be given to Mr. Wober.

At the 27th Big Game Awards dinner in Reno, Nevada, in 2010, Paul Deuling, of Whitehorse, Yukon Territory, received the Sagamore Hill Award in recognition of an outstanding mountain caribou he had taken in 1988. However, it was not until 2010 that the score for Deuling’s trophy was verified, after which he shipped it to Reno, where the Judges Panel verified its entry score of 459-3/8 points and the new World’s Record.

The 2010 Annual Report of the Boone and Crockett Club described the historic hunt as follows:

“Deuling spotted the huge caribou during a 1988 solo hunt for Dall’s sheep in the Pelly Mountains of Yukon Territory. He had backpacked six miles across two shallow valleys and a range of hills, all choked with thick, tangled brush. After setting up camp, Deuling climbed a ridge to glass for sheep when he spotted the magnificent bull with a single cow. Deuling later recounted the bull ‘appeared to be a black oak tree growing from its head.’ A meticulous stalk and a 10-yard shot ended the hunt but began a grueling five-day meat-packing ordeal that would make Deuling temporarily regret his decision to take the trophy.”

Eldon L. Buckner, chair of the Boone and Crockett Club’s Records of North American Big Game Committee, said, “A Yukon game officer told me that Paul was the only person he knew who would have tackled that job, as the area where Paul killed his caribou is extremely tough country to get around in.”

Buckner added, “Along with being a hunter of the highest ethics, Paul is also an extremely modest man. It’s a story in itself, but he was finally persuaded to strip the hardened velvet from the antlers and have the caribou measured.”

Deuling’s full account of his hunt is included in this anthology. It is easy to understand, after reading it, why the Judges’ Panel was unanimous in its recommendation to present him with the Sagamore Hill Award.

Parenthetically, I can report that earlier in 2010, also in Reno, at the Wild Sheep Foundation convention, my wife and I had the honor of presenting Paul with the G.C.F. Dalziel Outstanding Guide Award, one of the foundation’s highest awards. The committee that recommended Paul for the award noted the many letters it had received, all of which cited Paul’s hunting ethics and dedication to the spirit of fair chase.

There will undoubtedly be more Sagamore Hill Awards recommended by future Judges Panels, and it is equally clear that those judges will continue to rely on the values championed by the Club’s founder—fair chase, self-reliance, perseverance, selective hunting and mastery of challenges.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Robert Hanson is the secretary of the Boone and Crockett Club (1992-1997 and 2001 to present) and a member of the Club’s Board of Directors. An Official Measurer, he is also a member of the Records of North American Big Game Committee, and has served as a panel judge for the 24th and 25th Awards Programs, Chairman of the Judges Panel for the 26th Awards, and consultant to the panel for the 27th Awards. He is an avid North American and African hunter, and lives with his wife, Arlene, also a Club member, on their ranch near Wapiti, Wyoming.
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Photo from B&C Archives

Black bear, scoring 22-8/16 points, taken by Elwood W. Maurer in Schuylkill County, Pennsylvania, in 1997 (pictured with his grandson, Josh).


Triple Play

Elwood W. Maurer

24th Big Game Awards Program

THE FIRST TIME I SAW THE BEAR I WAS WATCHING THE END OF A CORNFIELD ON THE FIRST MORNING OF ARCHERY SEASON. HE CAME OUT OF THE FIELD AND ENTERED THE OPEN AREA BETWEEN THE FIELD AND THE WOODS. TWO WEEKS LATER ON A MISTY, RAINY DAY, THE WIND WAS JUST RIGHT FOR A STALK THROUGH THE CORNFIELD. I WAS HOPING TO FIND A NICE BUCK BEDDED DOWN FOR THE DAY; INSTEAD, I CAME ACROSS THE BIG GUY ONE MORE TIME. HE WAS SITTING DOWN FACING INTO THE WIND ABOUT 15 YARDS AWAY PULLING AS MANY CORNSTALKS TO HIM AS HE COULD REACH. AS HE FINISHED EATING WHAT HE HAD, HE WOULD SLIDE DOWN THE ROW ON HIS BUTT TO A PLACE WHERE HE COULD REACH MORE.

From the first day of the archery season until the bear season opened, I saw him a total of four times, but I was able to keep weekly tabs on him by checking the end of the field. He made this easy for me because he would spend all day in the field and would come out only to help fertilize the weeds. I never found any bear scat in the field; it appeared he didn’t want to contaminate his feeding area.

The field was located on the crest of a steep hill surrounded by hardwoods on three sides. At the bottom of the hill on one side is a native trout stream. The bear had all the requirements of life without traveling more than a quarter mile.

I was lucky to harvest a nice whitetail buck and a fall turkey in the woods adjacent to the field, both with the bow. Could this be my year to take the triple trophy? With the bow?

As the bear season approached I developed my plan. I would sit at the end of the field from first light with my .35 Whelen to see if he would come out or maybe catch him coming back from his nightly jaunt. If I didn’t see him until mid-morning, I would take my bow and work through the field looking for him. The day before the season opened, my nine-year-old grandson Josh and I climbed the hill. I wanted to scout the area one more time and give Josh the experience of bear hunting. The next morning about an hour before daylight I parked my truck and began to get my rifle and bow ready for the hike. I was holding both of them in my hand and looking up the hill; I decided to leave my bow in the truck. Mistake. The first light had brought the first snowfall of the season, just a dusting, but enough to keep the wildlife from moving. I soon came to the conclusion that if I wanted this bear, I would need to go in to the field after him.

It was about 8 a.m. when I entered the field. I hadn’t gone 60 yards when I looked up a row and there he was about 40 yards away. My Whelen only has iron sights and I couldn’t distinguish a vital target. Now what do I do? I decided to slowly approach him. If I got close enough, or if he decided to move, I would be able to tell where to aim. When I got within 20 yards of him I wished I’d brought the bow. He started to raise his head and he was facing away from me into the wind. The bullet took him in the back of the neck and exited through his nose. He traveled only 15 yards and fell about five rows short of exiting the field.

I tagged him and went home to try to get some help to get him off the hill. The only help available was my two daughters, Kim and Jackie. Josh had asked me to get him out of school if I was successful. So the four of us — two girls, a nine-year-old and one excited hunter — climbed back up the hill, took some pictures, and started to roll the bear downhill to the closest place I could get my truck. After an hour and a half we had traveled the 75 yards to the truck. Some carpenters working on a roof nearby came over to help load the big guy on the truck. It took six of us to get the job done. [image: Images]
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Photo from B&C Archives

Black bear, scoring 22-15/16 points, taken by Craig D. Martin on Kuiu Island, Alaska, in 1996.


The Infamous Number 57

Craig D. Martin

23rd Big Game Awards Program

THE MOST SATISFYING HUNT OF MY LIFE ACTUALLY BEGAN IN THE WINTER OF 1996 WHILE I WAS ATTENDING THE FOUNDATION FOR NORTH AMERICAN WILD SHEEP (FNAWS) CONVENTION IN RENO, NEVADA. DURING THE MEN’S LUNCHEON AUCTION, AN ALASKAN SELF-GUIDED SPRING BLACK BEAR HUNT FOR TWO, DONATED BY MIKE JUSTIS, OF BOISE, IDAHO, REALLY GRABBED MY ATTENTION. I FELT AS THOUGH THIS MIGHT BE A GREAT OPPORTUNITY TO BETTER MY PREVIOUS BLACK BEAR, WHICH SCORED 20-15/16. BESIDES THAT, I KNEW THAT ALASKA’S BLACK BEARS ARE PRIZED FOR THEIR LONG, BEAUTIFUL COATS, SO I DECIDED TO BID.

When the bidding started out slow, I got more excited. But when the donor of the hunt started talking and describing the hunt, the bidding heated up. By the time the price doubled, I found myself holding the highest bid. My excitement over the hunt erased any buyer’s remorse I might have had.

The FNAWS convention was a great success with over $3.5 million raised for the foundation and its efforts in “putting sheep on the mountain.” I was more than happy to help. I always enjoy the meetings, good company and interesting conversation.

As soon as I returned home to Dayton, Washington, I was on the phone. Unfortunately it turned out to be bad timing for my regular partner and he decided to pass. I contacted another close hunting friend, Craig Noble of Walla Walla, Washington. He jumped at the offer and said he had another friend, Bill Frazier, also from Walla Walla, who wanted to come. Fortunately, there was room on the boat and Mr. Justis arranged to take the three of us. At the time, I had no idea what measure of success I would find, nor did I know that out on a remote Alaskan island lurked a well-known and much sought-after creature, and that fate would bring us together.

On my birthday, May 1, 1996, we found ourselves on the docks in Ketchikan, Alaska, loading our gear into a Beaver outfitted with floats. It was a 90-minute flight northwest to our destination; a pristine cove nestled in the Tongass National Forest. The cove would be our boat camp location for the next two days. On the day of our arrival, it was bright and warm with not a breath of wind — unusual for the area. After the introductions with the captain and crew of the Rite-Off, we ate a quick meal and got ready for an evening scouting trip.

After loading into a small skiff, we took off to start glassing the miles of shoreline. The waters were filled with sea otters and seals, which we enjoyed watching as they capered in the moonlight, but there were no bear sightings that evening. The clean, brisk Alaskan air made us forget that we had just eaten not too long ago and once back at camp, we were ready to fill up again. This didn’t hurt the cook’s feelings as we cleaned our plates for the second time that day.

The next couple of days were similar. The weather stayed unusually perfect, warm and clear with no wind. We did see a few bear, but nothing of the size we were hoping for from this area. Jim Bruce, Captain of the Rite-Off, and I talked it over and decided to move camp into another bay to the southwest, which took the better part of the next day.

On the fourth day we started to see more bear. My partners were starting to get itchy while I felt content running the video camera. Craig Noble filled his tag that morning with his first bear ever. It had a long, full coat and was coal black. After lunch, Bill Frazier spotted the bear he wanted. I landed Bill and Craig on the beach downwind of the bruin. Then I paddled the skiff out to where I hoped to get some good video footage of the event. It was fun to watch the two old friends make the stalk together, taking Bill’s first black bear.

After we had taken care of Bill’s bear, we made a dash across the bay since we still had calm waters for our small hunting craft. As we idled into a small cove, we thought we spotted a large bear at the far end. As we paddled in further for a better look, we could see that this big boar had a thin coat but was probably the biggest bear we had seen thus far. We took some great pictures of him turning over rocks on the beach, and while relishing the solitude of the wilderness, we decided to let him go.

On our way out of the cove I spotted a gleam of black coat through the trees. This was the 25th bear we had sighted so far and he was even larger than the bear we had just passed. He had a big pumpkin-shaped head, but we were disappointed to see a large bald spot on his hindquarters. I took some quick videos of him before we headed out of the cove.

There were only a few hours of light left and as we left the protection of the cove we discovered that high winds had kicked up and the water was too rough for our small craft. We had on our life jackets and a hand-held radio on board for emergencies. We made a call to Captain Bruce aboard the mother ship, asking him to come across the bay and pick us up in the larger, 24-foot fishing skiff. The waters were quite dangerous with white caps peaking over our heads.

It took 45 minutes for Captain Bruce to cross the bay. We transferred into the larger boat and tied the small skiff to the stern, and proceeded back to the Rite-Off. We moved slowly because of the hazardous rocks in the shallow water. I was standing next to the captain when he said, “Is that a dead seal floating out there?” I pulled up my binoculars and could see that it was a large bear. We motored past the bear at 100 yards and stopped to see where he would go ashore. The captain killed the engine and we waited. The bear started swimming faster the closer he got to shore. I asked to be put ashore as quickly as possible.

I climbed on the bow of the boat trying to keep an eye on the bear, which was nearly impossible as high winds and shallow water were making our approach to the rocky shore extremely hazardous. I kept signaling to Captain Bruce to get the boat closer. I stretched out trying to make contact with land and looked over in time to see the bruin climbing out onto the shoreline. Seconds later, I made a jump for it and fortunately hit shore to find my bear nowhere in sight. I took off at a quick sprint 70 yards uphill over slippery rocks and seaweed. When I stopped, I was above, looking down on the bear. He had just shaken off and was running for timber. I took a second to look for rub spots, not taking into consideration how huge he looked. My gun came up, I shot and the bear dropped.

I held my rifle over my head and let out a “whoop.” Partly to signal the guys and partly to express my joy. The captain and Craig had been watching the whole drama from the drifting boat. I hadn’t realized it, but Bill had jumped out behind me and I had left him in the rocks in my rush to reach the bear before he disappeared into the timber.

I signaled the boat to come in for the bear before the winds made it completely impossible. We had to work fast because the tide, the winds and fading light were working against us. We lashed the dingy to a ledge on the shore; then, using every ounce of strength we had, the three of us rolled the beautiful big bear into the small craft. We were all seriously concerned about whether or not the boat would stay afloat since he filled the entire skiff. There was barely room for me to get in with him. The captain came to shore with the bigger boat to pick up Craig and Bill.

We struggled through the waves back to the Rite-Off, worrying the entire time that the dingy would capsize. Even getting him into the Rite-Off with a boom and winch was a nearly overwhelming job. After the caping was finished, I came up with a crude measurement of 23-2/8 inches. I added it up several more times in disbelief. In Petersburg, we took the cape and skull to State Biologist Ed Crain, where he removed a tooth for aging, and sealed the cape and skull. When the report came back, it showed this wonderful creature to be 18 years old. But that wasn’t all. It turned out that I had bagged Bear Number 57, a former “dump bear” from Petersburg that had been sedated and transported to Kuiu Island the previous year. This bear, the infamous 57, would be remembered by many.

In 1995, during the relocation procedure, Alaska State Biologist, Ed Crain, mentioned 57 specifically and was quoted in the Petersburg Pilot, “This bear’s a freak, he’s so big.” At that time, 57’s live skull measured 22 inches and his weight was estimated at 600 to 650 pounds. That was a guess, since the state’s scale topped out at 500 pounds. I brought the skull to Buzzi Cook, an official measurer for the Boone and Crockett Club — he looked shocked. It turned out that he had been planning a hunt to Kuiu Island for this very same bear after hearing about, “the monster,” as one newspaper had called him.

I have been a dedicated trophy hunter for over 20 years and it has been a life-long goal of mine to be in Boone and Crockett Club’s all-time records book. This hunt was the experience of a lifetime and if capturing this magnificent bear gives me the chance to join Boone and Crockett’s list of elite hunters, it will be the one hunt I’ll never forget. [image: Images]
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Photo from B&C Archives

Black bear, scoring 23-3/16 points, taken by Andrew Seman, Jr., in Fayette County, Pennsylvania, in 2005.


A Bear to Remember

Andrew Seman, Jr.

As told by Brian J. Seman

26th Big Game Awards Program

AS WE GAZED AT THE ENORMOUS BEAR THAT LAY THERE BEFORE US, WE COULDN’T HELP BUT THINK ABOUT HOW EVERYTHING HAD FALLEN INTO PLACE TO MAKE THIS TRULY A DAY AND A BEAR TO REMEMBER. NEVER DID WE IMAGINE, THOUGH, THAT THE BEAR MY BROTHER AJ HAD JUST TAKEN WOULD TURN OUT TO BE A TIE FOR THE LARGEST HUNTER-TAKEN BLACK BEAR IN THE BOONE AND CROCKETT RECORDS.

Though luck certainly played a big part in our success that day, we are far from novice hunters. My brother Andrew Seman Jr. (or AJ, as most call him), and James, David, and I have combined for more than a century of hunting seasons among us, and most of them were in this area of Fayette County, Pennsylvania. In fact, several of us have taken bucks within a hundred yards of where AJ encountered his trophy bear. We have also taken dozens of big game animals through the years in Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Idaho, and Colorado.

As for Pennsylvania bear hunting, we usually hunt in the traditional bear counties of Lycoming and Tioga, and in the Allegheny National Forest, and while we did hunt hard and find plenty of bear sign, those trips were as much preseason deer scouting expeditions than anything else. In recent years, though, we’ve heard of many good bear being taken here in Fayette County, and we even tracked and trailed bear through the dense laurel thickets and over the steep rocky slopes that we consider our hunting grounds, but never had any of us ever raised a gun on a bear.

We have hunted State Game Land (SGL) 51 for many reasons. Our knowledge, experience, and love of this area have grown through the years and extended through several generations in our family. There is a special feeling to hunt where previous generations walked, hunted, and grew up. In fact, our grandparents {seems to be too recent} grew up in log cabins very near where this great bear lived and died. This area also has a rich American history, with Fort Necessity and Jumonville, and the early centers of iron and coal.

Many have asked if we knew the bear was in the area and if we were hunting it specifically. In reality, we had no idea it was there. The only indication was in seeing a huge bear several years ago while mountain biking in the area, and that may have been this bear. We decided to hunt SGL 51 because of the tracks and other sign we found there the year before. Plus, we have a hunting camp nearby. Recently built on a stone barn foundation, our rustic camp (with no running water or electricity) is an ideal escape from the modern world and a reminder of how life was here not that long ago.

Opening day was uneventful. AJ and Jim posted for the first day. I had come in from Colorado the day before, and was not planning on hunting bears, but after purchasing my regular hunting license I just couldn’t resist picking up a bear license, too. Finding a nonresident bear tag locally turned out to be difficult, but contacting the Game Commission region office I learned I could buy one over the Internet.

Thankful for the advances in licensing technology (and for what turned out to be one of the best returns on $36 I’ll ever have), I met up with AJ and Jim in the afternoon. Later that evening, after a meal cooked on the wood stove and a few songs strummed on a guitar or two, we planned the next day’s hunt.

Jim, slowed down by a recent hip operation, would post in various places throughout the day based on where AJ and I would be hunting. Through the years, with sometimes just a few of us hunting, we developed a method of mini-drives or “coordinated stalking.” An alternating walk-and-stop technique, it’s worked well for us, especially with small groups, providing all those involved know the area and are familiar with one another. Timing and maintaining the agreed-upon course is key.

With Jim posted, AJ and I began stalking thickets and other areas in a coordinated manner; stalking and stopping every 50 to 100 yards, separated, at times, by up to 200 yards. Every stalk seemed to be working perfectly as far as the timing, wind and other factors were concerned, and we did see very fresh sign of where a small bear had been foraging. We also heard a flock of turkeys.

After covering three or four miles — and seeing several other hunters — we returned to camp for a late lunch. After some warm soup, we met up with Jim and discussed our options. Initially, we decided to head off in different directions. That changed, however, as we kept reminding ourselves that every year we had found fresh bear sign nearby, along some of the old clearcut trails that ultimately wound through very thick laurel patches and rock ledges of the game lands. Because Jim was already planning on posting in the area, AJ and I decided to continue our stalk-and-stop technique in a large circle around his location.

It was thick and tough to cover, especially without snow to aid visibility and quiet the movement. Neither of us really expected to get a shot, but felt Jim had a good chance if we jumped anything. AJ and I mapped out how we would work the area, and where we could visually check each other’s progress and realign as necessary. A clearing divided the area we were hunting, and Jim was posted nearby, watching the clearing. After crossing the open area we planned on moving very slowly because at that point game would likely be pushed away from Jim.

After AJ and I visually checked each other’s position in the clearing, AJ was to move in first and stop. Then I would move in and, alternately, we would work through the area. This area had been clearcut in our youth; the giant oaks that shaded the slopes were but a distant memory. Some areas were so thick we couldn’t see even 20 feet, but we also figured game would be naturally funneled or concentrated into this area.

After waiting several minutes for AJ to move into position, I started into the thickest part of the old clearcut. After a short distance, I heard a faint snap. Almost immediately after, a shot followed, then another. At first I thought Jim had shot, but moments later I heard AJ indicate he had gotten a bear. The shots had come from his .280 Sako.

I was no more than a hundred yards from him, but could see no more than a few feet. As I worked toward him, I went not even 20 feet before coming across the bear’s bedding site. Then, when I saw where AJ had stopped, I realized that a few feet variation in any direction for either of us and we would never have seen the bear.

The time was 3 p.m. as we gathered around AJ’s trophy. We seemed to be just keep saying, “Wow, that’s a big bear!”

Being the first bear any of us had harvested, we were figured it was just our inexperience that made the bear seem so impressive. After several attempts to move him, we guessed he was at least 400 or 500 pounds. The head was so massive it was difficult to lift it off the ground. We took several pictures and discussed what to do next.

After several unsuccessful attempts to move him, we lashed him to a pole to position him for field-dressing. Thankfully, several young hunters stopped by to lend a hand. After moving him to a nearby logging road, Jim arrived and we tied the pole to the back of his quad and pulled the bear to the clearing. After the problems we had moving him just to that point, we knew we didn’t have enough manpower to get the bear up the steep hill remaining. With fresh snow starting to fall, we felt AJ’s four-wheel-drive truck was not likely to make it. And, even if we had the truck there, we would never be able to lift the bear into the bed. Then we remembered the four-wheel-drive John Deere tractor with the front-end loader AJ had just purchased. After a brief discussion, it was agreed to be our only option.

Returning with the tractor, we were able to slide the bucket under the bear, lift it and drive it to the truck and then transfer him into the truck bed. Though it was not easy, we had the bear out of the woods within six hours after it was taken.

After calling friends and family, some with more experience with bears than us, it soon became apparent that this was an exceptionally large bear. The taxidermist later supplied the following dimensions: the bear standing would be 92 inches tall; from nose to tip of its tail, 83 inches; neck, 32 inches; girth, 70 inches. At the Game Commission’s Southwest Region office in Ligonier, we learned that bear had an estimated live weight of 733 pounds, which turned out to be the heaviest bear taken in during the 2005 season and the eighth heaviest ever recorded! We learned later that the bear was approximately 15 years old.

One of the officers at the check station asked how we got the bear. He mentioned that as bears become older and experienced, they’re less likely to bolt from a drive, but like a mature buck, stay in heavy cover. As we reflected on what the officer said, it further confirmed how fortunate it was that all the circumstances came together.

The bear moved with hardly a sound and headed cross wind away from me, then turned with the wind, apparently in an attempt to circle back around and bed down again in the thicket once I passed. This sneak, circle, and bed technique may have helped this bear survive for so many years. It was only one small sound from a broken twig that alerted AJ to the bear’s presence.

Going back to the site the following day allowed us to reconstruct what happened. I attempted to walk the path the bear took while AJ determined where he had shot from — he even found his spent shell casings. It was so thick that the only shooting lanes were no more than several inches wide. AJ eventually found that the first shot hit and passed through a small tree. How he hit the bear on the second shot in such cover is amazing.

After the mandatory 60-day drying time, the skull was measured at the Game Commission Southwest Region office by B&C Official Measurer Michael J. Hardison, and witnessed by PA Game Commission Representatives and family. It was officially listed as having a length of 14-09 and a width of 8-10 for a total of 23-03 and will stand as the new state record black bear taken by a hunter.

AJ always mentioned that if he ever got a bear he would have a rug made from it. AJ’s wife Susie and others instead convinced AJ that a bear this big and important should be preserved as a life-sized mount. Interestingly, the taxidermist AJ selected, Mike LaRosa, from Acme, took a bear in Fayette County in 1996 that, at 488 pounds and with a skull measuring 20-08, had been the county’s largest.

AJ’s father-in-law, Joe Habina, who took AJ on his first elk hunt to a favorite place in Idaho, has often been heard to say, “I’d rather be lucky than good.” On that first hunt, on the first day, the first elk AJ saw was a large 6x7 bull that he took with one shot. The first bear he ever shot at turned out to be not just a new state record but one that tied for first among all black bears ever taken by a hunter. We could all use that kind of luck. [image: Images]


[image: Images]

Final score chart for Seman’s black bear, which scores 23-3/16 Points.

[image: Images]

Photo from B&C Archives

Black bear, scoring 22-11/16 points, taken by Donald R. Corrigan in Newaygo County, Michigan, in 2009 (pictured with his son, Jake).


Hometown Bear

Donald R. Corrigan

27th Big Game Awards Program

IF YOU TOLD THE RESIDENTS OF NEWAYGO COUNTY, MICHIGAN, THAT THEY HAD A POPULATION OF 300-400 BEARS LIVING IN THEIR WOODS, MOST OF THEM WOULD NOT BELIEVE YOU. I HAVE HUNTED IN THE COUNTY MY ENTIRE LIFE AND HAD NEVER SEEN A BEAR. WHEN THE MICHIGAN DEPARTMENT OF NATURAL RESOURCES (DNR) DECIDED TO OPEN A BEAR SEASON IN OUR AREA, WHICH IS JUST 20 MILES NORTH OF GRAND RAPIDS, I WAS SKEPTICAL. THE LURE OF BEING THE FIRST HUNTER TO TAKE A “LOCAL” BEAR INTRIGUED ME. AFTER LOOKING AT THE DNR RESEARCH AND POSSIBLE HUNTING AREAS, I APPLIED, AND APPLIED, AND APPLIED. AFTER NINE SEASONS, I FINALLY DREW A PERMIT.
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