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    Introduction




    It has been more than 40 years since Outdoor Life published The Big Game Animals of North America by Jack O’Connor. It was about that time that my interest in big game hunting piqued and O’Connor’s accounts of his personal experiences while hunting 20 different big game species, coupled with George C. Goodwin’s accompanying natural histories provided the basis for a life-long love for wild places and the magnificent creatures that live there. I read and reread each of O’Connor’s chapters and carefully studied Goodwin’s natural histories, while I quietly dreamed of the day I could hunt for many of those same big game animals.




    My first experiences with big game hunting began with mule deer on our family farm in the state of Washington. I began hunting mule deer about the same time I obtained O’Connor’s book through the Outdoor Life Book Club. His accounts of mule deer hunting in Arizona provided new insights to what I already knew from hunting them on our farm with my father and brother. O’Connor’s accounts of Arizona mule deer created an excitement within me as I thought about hunting big mule deer bucks elsewhere.




    It was natural that O’Connor’s book would serve as a basic reference for learning about one big game species after another over the years. From mule deer to elk to pronghorn to black bear and rocky mountain goat, O’Connor’s writings served as a basis for further research. My first hunts for Alaska brown bear and Dall’s sheep came 20 years after the publication of O’Connor’s book. This past fall, more than 40 years after I obtained his book from the Outdoor Life Book Club, I went back and reread O’Connor’s account on bighorn sheep in preparation for my hunt for a bighorn in Montana.




    As time passed and I became successful in hunting different big game animals, my enjoyment of the hunting experience changed from the simple act of taking a borrowed rifle up on our “hill” after school or on a weekend to look for mule deer to a much more full appreciation for all aspects of the hunt. Subtle aspects of the hunt such as the chatter of the Douglas squirrel, the call of the nuthatch, the hollow clanking of the bells on my horses in elk camp or the fragrance of a fir thicket on a north slope in Northern Idaho created an excitement much greater than a simple hike up on the “hill” in hopes of seeing a deer. The nature of my enjoyment for hunting and exploring new, wild, and remote places fostered my active participation in all aspects of the hunt. It was not long before I was backpacking into rough country in far away places scouting new areas and learning the habits of more and more big game species. Soon, I understood the value of owning one’s own saddle and pack stock. This led to learning to pack and ride, as well as a myriad of other associated skills required for safe and successful hunting in the backcountry on my own. Soon my collateral interests, experiences, and skills related to hunting were as important to me as was the hunting experience itself. My interest in hunting and outdoor literature, rifles, shotguns, ballistics, outdoor photography, map reading, horses, dogs, and the history of our wildlife cultural heritage soon became so woven into my life that they became a part of my identity.




    Given this history, it seemed only natural that I would become acquainted with the Boone and Crockett Club and its Records of North American Big Game program. My first interest in the Club came through the “records” program, but it was not long before my interest in the Club’s publications surpassed my interest in records. It was in the fall of 1992 when Club President, Steve Adams, asked me to assume the responsibilities for the Club’s Associates Program and the Associates’ Newsletter.




    The first task was to develop an appropriate means of communicating the Club’s mission, visions, and programs to the Club’s membership. This was accomplished by hiring Julie Tripp (Houk) to provide oversight for the layout and design of the Associates’ Newsletter. Soon after we hired Julie, our Associates provided ideas for a more formal name for the newsletter. Fair Chase was selected as the title for the new official publication of the Boone and Crockett Club from among 46 different titles proposed by Boone and Crockett Associates. Chris Keenum of Hartsell, Alabama, and Don Moody of Gainesville, Texas both submitted the title Fair Chase.




    With a new title and a lead staff person to oversee this new publication, we launched Fair Chase magazine with the Winter 1994 issue. The first two issues were well received by our Associates, but we needed a more well-defined editorial policy and a focal point for the magazine. With an eye to this venture, the influence of Jack O’Connor’s writings and The Big Game Animals of North America had upon me as an eager, young hunter stood out in my mind as I searched for an overarching plan for the series of articles that would become the centerpiece of Fair Chase. When my friend, Biff Mac Collum of Phoenix, Arizona, reminded me of his keen interest in O’Connor’s articles on each of the big game species in this book, the project’s format became clear in my mind. Each of the issues of Fair Chase over the next four years would feature a species of North American big game on the cover and an article about that species by Craig Boddington. Early issues also contained an article about the natural history of the species written by Dr. Philip L. Wright.




    It was fitting that Craig write these lead articles for he and Jack O’Connor were past hunting editors for Peterson’s HUNTING. Craig was a professional member of the Boone and Crockett Club and had first-hand experience hunting and writing about our North American big game. His writing and field experience made Craig eminently qualified for this assignment. As with O’Connor, I had read most of Boddington’s articles on North American big game and had an appreciation for the knowledge and expertise evident in his writing. By this time in my life, I too had acquired first-hand experience hunting many of the different North American big game species and found that my experiences afield were consistent with Boddington’s work. A telephone call to Craig was all it took to seal the deal and for the next four years his articles served as the centerpiece for Fair Chase magazine.




    When Craig concluded his last article in the North American big game series in the summer of 1998 we talked of publishing all of the articles at a later date in one combined volume. I actually had this vision in mind when we started the series and was very pleased when Craig agreed to work with the Boone and Crockett Club in publishing Fair Chase in North America.




    When Outdoor Life published The Big Game Animals of North America in 1961, our world was quite different from what it is today. Today, our population has shifted to be overwhelmingly urban. As a result, generations of Americans have little or no contact with the outdoors or wildlife. Modern societal norms have influenced the motivations and attitudes related to hunting. In today’s fast-paced society, fewer hunters have the time to seek out new hunting territories and learn the biology and behavior of their quarry. Time seems to be short and the “endless day” that typifies many of our lives has a great deal to do with where we hunt, when we hunt, and how we hunt.




    By focusing on the “Fair Chase” hunting tradition as the common denominator, the Boone and Crockett Club has harnessed the passion of generations of hunters for the conservation of wildlife and its habitat for the common good of the American people. This passion, for over a century of conservation in North America, has led to the protection of Yellowstone, Glacier, and Denali National Parks; the foundation of the National Forest Service, National Park Service, and National Wildlife Refuge; the passing of the Pittman-Robertson and Lacey Acts, and the establishment of the Federal Duck Stamp Program. The North American Model of Wildlife Conservation and much of our nation’s conservation infrastructure and heritage can be traced back, directly or indirectly, to the Boone and Crockett Club.




    A major part of the Club’s conservation legacy lies in having defined and promoted the “rules of the chase” for hunting North American big game, which provided the foundation for hunter ethics throughout North America and, to some extent, the world. Adherence to Fair Chase ethics have defined the requirements for inclusion of big game trophies in the Boone and Crockett Club’s North American Big Game Records Program—the program by which all other trophy recognition programs are measured.




    Fair Chase in North America incorporates the Boone and Crockett Club’s Fair Chase traditions and presents them in the context of the modern hunter in today’s society. Craig Boddington has accomplished a masterful work in sharing his experiences afield in a manner that is enjoyable to read while providing insight into hunting techniques and the habits and traits of our North America big game species.




    The Boone and Crockett Club is indebted to Craig Boddington for his many contributions to the Club as a professional member. After reading Fair Chase in North America, we hope you will share our enthusiasm.




    BY GEORGE A. BETTAS, ED.D.




    Fair Chase Magazine




    Editor-in-Chief (1994-2002)
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    CARIBOU — Nomads of the North




    Caribou! It’s Feast or Famine When You Hunt the Nomads of the North — But Being There is at Least Half the Fun!




    I’ll never forget the first caribou I ever saw. It was nearly thirty years ago now, and I was on a mixed-bag hunt in British Columbia—back when such hunts, though hardly commonplace, were laughably affordable by today’s standards.




    We were looking for Stone’s sheep, my Indian guide and I, working our way up a knife-edged ridge in the Cassiars. There were some sheep, all right, far away below a distant snow pack. Much closer, on an intervening ridge the twin to the one we were on, a set of massive antlers floated above the skyline. He was a world record for sure, with double shovels and tall beams and good top points. And even if he wasn’t a world record, he was all the caribou I needed to see. He was also all the caribou my guide needed to show me.




    ­­When those floating antlers dropped out of sight we jumped on our horses and followed the contour around to the next ridge. We dismounted and worked our way down the spine, finding the caribou on about the third little bench. He was bedded in a little depression, and when he stood I shot him very carefully in the shoulder.




    No, he was not a world record. In fact, he was not really a very good caribou; what size he had was greatly exaggerated by the heavy August velvet. But it was some years before I realized that, and it’s never made any difference anyway. He was my first caribou, and like all firsts, he was and is very special.




    Since then I’ve been fortunate to have hunted caribou in lots of places, from Newfoundland to Quebec to Northwest Territories and on to the Yukon and Alaska. I kind of like them, but perhaps not for the most obvious reasons. They are beautiful, with those wonderful antlers unexcelled in the deer kingdom and, as winter approaches, the snow-white flowing mane. But I can’t say they match the majesty of a fine elk or the breathtaking wonder of a big ram. I certainly can’t rate them high in the challenge department. How shall I say this kindly? In terms of interaction with hunters, caribou are not rocket scientists. Even in the venison department, they don’t quite compare with our other antlered species. (This was brought home to me one time when I spent four days in a tent waiting for a plane with nothing but caribou—no ketchup, no salt!)




    And yet there’s a special charm about being in caribou country in the early fall, with the low scrub turning golden and crimson and the ptarmigan shifting to white. The landscape is completely empty, horizon to horizon. And yet there must be caribou there, perhaps in a hidden fold—or perhaps, as you watch, a great herd will march over the far horizon.




    That actually happens, and the mere possibility of seeing the spectacle of the caribou migration is another thing that brings many of us to caribou country. But it doesn’t happen often. That’s not true. It happens once every autumn at every point along each caribou herd’s migration route. The problem lies in being at that point at that time. And there’s the big rub with caribou hunting.




    Few hunts in North America can be as feast or famine as caribou hunting. If they’re there, they’re really there, and in numbers that literally march to the horizon, one group after another. If they’re not there, well…




    Actually, it isn’t as grim as that. The peak of the migration, especially with some of the larger regional herds, is a fabulous sight. But it isn’t one great press of animals. Rather, it’s group after group that will be many days in the passing. First a trickle, then a flood, and finally a few stragglers—sometimes the largest bulls of all.




    Across North America I suppose I have hunted caribou maybe fifteen times. Just twice have I really in exactly the right place at exactly the right time. The first time was on the barrens of Northwest Territories, when caribou hunting was first opening and before anyone had thought of creating our Central Canada barren ground caribou category. I went in with some Indians, whose goal was to secure their winter meat. We pitched camp by a small lake with a vast flat to our north and, beyond that, a long, low ridge. The first couple of days were uneventful, with just a small scattering of caribou passing through and no mature bulls at all. Then the floodgates opened and the caribou marched past. Each hour would bring a new herd skylined on that distant ridge. The next hour would bring them within a few hundred yards of our tent, and by then a fresh herd would be skylined on the ridge. It went on for days, and was still happening when we left.




    The second time was in the fall of 2001, just a few days before our world changed on September 11th. I was on a semi-guided hunt southwest of Kujuuaq (formerly Fort Chimo), where the burgeoning Leaf River herd comes through. The first couple of days there were what I’d describe as “some caribou” percolating around camp—plenty enough to see and hunt, but not in great numbers and really not migrating. I know this because I saw the same distinctive bulls in different places on different days. I took a nice bull early on, and most of the hunters in camp filled one or both tags in the first three or four days.




    With just two days left in the hunt the wind changed, and we woke up to the spectacle of the genuine migration! Caribou in groups small and large, with many big bulls, marched around our camp on both ends of the lake for the next two days. Gunmaker Lex Webernick, who had held out, took two spectacular caribou. I had one tag left, and took one of my very best bulls. Those of us who had filled out too quickly, well, all they could do was watch and drool!




    Remember, though, this is just two occasions out of a number of caribou hunts across the North Country. The other extreme was that mountain caribou I mentioned earlier. That was the only caribou I saw that trip, and Dad never saw one at all. So I suppose that bull wasn’t all that bad after all!




    The rest of my caribou hunts have been somewhere in between, ranging from fairly tough to fairly plentiful, but usually plenty of caribou to look at. A fairly tough one was a hunt I made in Quebec in 1983, out of Schefferville. Caribou fanatics will almost certainly remember that as the year the great George River herd changed their migration route. Mostly we looked at empty landscape. Lots of empty landscape. This was a camp that had been on the migration route for years; easy hunting, big bulls, 100 percent success. The outfitter was spoiled. The guides were spoiled. The hunters came expecting to be spoiled. That year the only thing that was spoiled was expectations of an easy hunt!




    Actually, there were a few caribou around. Rather than what a typical Quebec caribou hunt had been for years, it was more like most other typical North American hunts. But success was possible if you were willing to hunt hard. The guides were and the outfitter certainly was. Surprisingly, a few of the hunters were not. They went home without caribou. The rest of us pitched in and walked our tails off, and we scratched out some pretty fair caribou.




    Most typical, perhaps, was the first trip I made to Newfoundland—not too easy, but not too tough. After a couple of days of seeing little close by camp my crew determined the caribou must be hung up on a big plateau a few miles away. That’s common, by the way, for caribou herds to stop for a day or a week—especially with caribou that migrate only short distances, if at all. That includes most woodland and mountain caribou herds that I’m aware of.




    So, since the caribou clearly weren’t coming to us, we went to them. We left camp hours before dawn, and it was long after dark when we got back. But we reached the caribou right on schedule, shortly before midday—and indeed there were plenty of them. I like Newfoundland; I’ve hunted there twice more since, and probably will return. But that was the day I shot my best woodland caribou. He had it all; good mass, good shovels, good bez, and lots of points. Even at that I shot much too quickly. While we field-dressed my bull a herd with two much larger caribou fed over the hill to us!




    The good news is that the migration isn’t a sudden event, nor is it a flash flood that comes with no warning and quickly abates. In Quebec last year the caribou around camp were probably the advance guard, with the bulk hanging back somewhere over the horizon and not moving much… until the wind changed and here they came. A few years ago Randy Brooks and I went on another semi-guided hunt in Quebec, but that time we went at the tail end of the season, the last week in September.




    This camp had enjoyed a spectacular season, but by the time we got there the migration had almost passed, with just a few tail-end Charlies coming through. We hiked and we glassed, and we shivered endlessly at crossings. On the first day I passed up a pretty good bull, figuring we would see better…but as the days passed we saw fewer and fewer caribou. Persistence counts, so we stayed at it. Usually there will be some good bulls trailing the main migration, and so it was. On the next to the last day Randy and I both took very fine caribou. Actually, he shot two nice caribou and I took a real dandy. And on the last day, as I recall, we saw no bulls at all!




    All this may sound like caribou hunting is routinely successful. It is…if you go to the right place and hunt caribou. Only once have I been altogether in the wrong place. That was on an unguided caribou hunt in 1975, and while the country was beautiful, the caribou just weren’t there yet. Even so, I have quite a collection of unused caribou tags. Mostly these remained unused because I attempted to hunt caribou as an adjunct to some other primary quarry. Usually that doesn’t work. Few North American areas are really prime for more than one species at the same time. Or there isn’t time after the primary animal is taken.




    For instance, I shot a fabulous moose during the Alaskan Peninsula’s short moose season—and although this area also produces some of the finest caribou, late September was a bit early for the main herds to come out of the mountains that year. Also on the Peninsula, and at the right time of year, I got a wonderful brown bear—but although there were plenty of good caribou around, there just wasn’t time remaining to hunt them. Sometimes, even the caribou are there, the circumstances just aren’t right.




    I had both a caribou tag and a Dall’s sheep tag on a backpack hunt into the Mackenzie Mountains a couple of years ago. I was absolutely shocked at some of the beautiful mountain caribou I saw almost daily—but to shoot a caribou would have ended the sheep hunt, at least until we got the meat and horns packed out of the mountains. So I kept looking at wonderful caribou while we hunted sheep—and of course there was no time remaining when we finally got the ram!




    My Yukon hunt in ‘99 was just the opposite. I got a great ram early on, and had plenty of time to hunt caribou, my choice for my second animal on what was essentially a two-species hunt. But it was September and most of the caribou had already moved out of the mountains. We didn’t see many, but we stuck with it for several days and I took a really neat bull with exceptional top points.




    The lesson is that caribou hunting is extremely successful—but it’s at its best when you hunt caribou exclusively and seriously. If you do that, you’re unlikely to bring home unfilled tags. In fact, you have a very good chance of bringing home a monster. You always have to be at the right place at the right time, but given proper planning and a bit of luck, record-class specimens of each of our five caribou varieties remain very possible prizes.




    Among the hard parts are knowing a good caribou when you see him… and making a sound judgement as to how likely you are to see a better one. As I’ve said, I’ve made some mistakes in the latter area. If caribou are on the move you can’t put them in the bank; the chances of seeing a particular bull again are very unlikely. So you have to make your best judgement based on the situation. If this is early in the hunt it’s a tough call, because you may not yet know exactly what’s going on. As to the former, well, caribou racks are very hard to judge because there are so many features to look at.




    It’s easy to get carried away by double shovels, huge bez formations, and long top points. The trick is to take your time and evaluate the whole rack. No caribou are perfect, so you’re looking for a blend of all these characteristics, plus long beams, and, optimally, decent back points. And of course you have to keep in mind exactly which caribou you’re looking at!




    The five varieties of caribou recognized by Boone and Crockett are a reflection more of regional antler differences recognized by hunters more than actual subspecies recognized by biologists. Indeed most biologists do agree on five subspecies of caribou currently extant in North America—plus an extinct subspecies that used to live in the Queen Charlotte islands. But the biologists’ five subspecies and the hunters’ five classifications are not the same!




    Biologists, for instance, maintain that all the caribou across southern Canada, from Newfoundland through Quebec and Labrador, across northern Ontario and all the way west to northern B.C., southern Yukon, and the Mackenzies are Rangifer tarandus caribou, the woodland caribou. To this day Northwest Territories licenses the caribou in the Mackenzies as woodland caribou. Based on both size differences and regional antler configurations hunters have long separated R. t. caribou into three classifications: Mountain caribou in British Columbia, southern Yukon, and the MacKenzie District of Northwest Territories; Quebec-Labrador caribou in northern Quebec and Labrador; and woodland caribou in Newfoundland and on west to the timbered portions of the prairie provinces.




    Rangifer tarandus granti stands alone as the large barren ground caribou of Alaska and northern Yukon, while R. t. groenlandicus is now properly recognized as the slightly smaller Central Canada barren ground caribou. Those are hunters’ five classifications, leaving the small Peary caribou of Canada’s offshore islands (R. t. pearyi) currently unrecognized, likewise the ergogroenlandicus of southern Greenland. These have not been recognized by B&C because of possible hybridization with mainland caribou, and concerns over small numbers that may not support hunting pressure.




    If you put an average to very good caribou mount of each of the five on a wall, very few hunters could readily identify its classification. There are significant regional antler trends, but they’re trends only. One of the neat things about caribou—and one of the frustrations in judging them—is that few caribou short of the current world records have everything all in one place! Here’s my spin on our five caribou, and some of the best places to hunt them.




    Woodland Caribou: Although fairly large in the body, woodland caribou are our smallest-racked caribou. Oddly, double shovels are very common, as are strong bez formations. Numerous points are also common. But main beams tend to be quite short, and I’ve found it very difficult to find woodland caribou with good (sometimes any) top points. Newfoundland is just about the only place nonresidents can hunt woodland caribou, and certainly is the best place. Newfoundland has lots of woodland caribou, and plenty of good ones. This island province also has plenty of very fine, well-organized outfitters, and prices are very reasonable. However, few Newfoundland outfitters are really geared for trophy hunting. The best course is to book a caribou hunt, not the typical moose-caribou combination, and make sure your outfitter understands you want to look for the best caribou possible in the time available to hunt.




    Mountain Caribou: Mountain caribou at their best have tall racks with fabulous top formations, often palmated—but shovels and bez are usually not strong. In years gone by northern B.C. was the place, but this caribou herd has dropped significantly in recent years for reasons that seem unclear to local biologists. The Spatsizi Plateau and adjacent areas are the best opportunity in B.C. Southern Yukon remains pretty good, but these days the best mountain caribou hunting is found in Northwest Territories’ Mackenzie Mountains. In the past most caribou were taken as an addition to sheep hunting, which is a poor way to hunt caribou. These days a few of the MacKenzie outfitters are now offering later caribou or moose/caribou hunts, after the caribou come down into the valleys. That’s a good opportunity for very fine bulls.




    Quebec-Labrador Caribou: These caribou, at their best, tend to be very wide, relatively thin-beamed, but with broad, palmated bez and shovel formations. Labrador, where the World’s Record was taken, is still relatively unhunted. Most camps are out of Kujuuaq or Schefferville in northern Quebec. The Schefferville camps are mostly hunting the George River herd, which, although still large, has been in decline for several years. Out of Kujuuaq the hunting is for the Leaf River herd, currently growing by leaps and bounds and, by some estimates, now approaching a million animals. These days I think the larger Leaf River herd offers the best odds, but the problem with northern Quebec is that the hunting is from established camps, comfortable but based on historic herd movement. That can change, and in some years even the best camps can be left high and dry.




    Central Canada Barren Ground Caribou: At their best, Central Canada caribou have it all—good shovels, reasonable bez, back points, long beams, multi-tined tops. They just don’t quite have what Alaskan caribou have! These are the caribou of Northwest Territories’ barrens and the herd is still expanding. Most of the better caribou have come from Mackay Lake and Courageous Lake regions, but this country is still being opened up. This is our newest caribou classification, and I suspect we’ll see the current minimum of 345 revised upward as we learn how big these caribou can really become. Right now Central Canada barren ground caribou is one of the easier animals to obtain a record-class specimen of.




    Barren Ground Caribou: These are our largest-racked caribou, characterized by long main beams in a “C” configuration, with, at their best, a little bit of everything: broad shovels; long, strong bez formations; back points; and tall top points. Alaska is the place, but Alaska is a very big place. A good bet remains the rapidly-expanding Mulchatna herd in west-central Alaska. The Peninsula herd remains a very fine trophy producer, and some of the caribou coming from the western approaches to the Brooks Range are surprisingly outstanding.




    Relatively few of us will want to hunt all five of our caribou. Of those of us who have, fewer still can say that we’ve found specimens of each that really exemplify the classification. I certainly haven’t! The wonderful thing is that, wherever you hunt them, caribou hunting is quite similar and a whole lot of fun. Lots of glassing, lots of walking, lots of stalking—and, if conditions are even close to right, lots of game to be seen. As a game animal I don’t put caribou on a par with many other North American species—but they sure are fun to hunt! [image: ]
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    Very few caribou “have it all.” This barren ground caribou, taken in the Yukon, has exceptional tops and I like him, but I knew all along he had fairly weak shovels and bez formations.
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    This bull was one of the first caribou taken by a non-resident on the barrens of Northwest Territories. We now call them Central Canada barren ground caribou.
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    A caribou can usually be packed out in two loads—if you’re in good shape. Unlike moose, they aren’t so large that you need to think carefully about where you are before you take the shot.
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    Packing out the cape and horns of a really good Quebec-Labrador caribou. This bull was taken at the tail end of the migration.
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    Although not a record-class bull, this is a very typical Quebec-Labrador caribou with a very wide spread, broad shovel, and big, palmated bez formations.
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    BIGHORN SHEEP — America’s Magnificent Bighorn




    Thanks to Some of the Most Intensive and Most Effective Conservation Efforts this Planet has Seen, our Bighorns are Coming Back — And a Great Ram is Today a Possible Prize.




    It was nearly dark when we spotted the ram. We had made a cold November camp beside long-frozen Spirit Lake, and he was miles away, all the way up on top of a charming place known as Froze To Death Plateau—one of the most apt place names I’ve ever seen. Although Montana is a mountainous state, there are no really high peaks there. Froze To Death is as high as it gets at 11,000 feet and a bunch of change. In November in a year that brought an early winter that’s very high indeed.




    The ram was alone, and he was on a slide of jumbled shale right on the edge of the plateau where it dropped off into our valley. Had he not been skylined we would never have seen him at so great a distance. But see him we did, and we watched him bed right there in the shale.




    We moved on him at three o’clock in the morning, following a steep and snow-drifted trail that led to the top of the plateau. It was cold in the valley, but it was brutal as we topped out in the pre-dawn chill. A freezing wind ripped at us, and although our timing was close we had to huddle in the lee of a boulder and shiver until it grew light enough to proceed.




    I was with Jack Atcheson Jr., one of the great sheep hunters of our time and one of few people to achieve consistent success in Montana’s “Unlimited Permit” areas, one of which we were hunting. Jack never breathed hard on the climb, nor did he shiver in the wind. I did lots of both.




    From below, with spotting scope turned up all the way, the ram had appeared exceptionally legal—not a “book” ram, but a very fine mature specimen, especially from the rugged unlimited zones where sheep rarely grow the best horns. He also appeared to be alone. Later we would conclude that he was the only sheep on top of Froze To Death—and what in the heck he was doing, all the way up there in the rocks that late in the year, I have no idea. He hadn’t moved in the 12 hours since we last saw him, and therefore he surprised us as much as we surprised him.




    He jumped up and I dropped down across a rock and got the crosshairs on him. He was 250 yards away, and the crosswind was a good 30 miles per hour. It was a difficult shot at best—but it was a very possible shot, and it wasn’t really a great surprise. We’d thought we might find him somewhere on that shale slope, and I’d been thinking about the wind and what to do about it ever since I’d first felt its force. The problem was that I didn’t shoot.




    My explanation—to Jack then, to you now, and to myself over the last few years—was that I first looked at the horns to make sure he was legal. And in that split second he turned and was gone over an unseen lip. When he reappeared he was well past 400 yards and running like the hounds of hell were after him. We watched him cross a boulder-strewn valley, climb the far ridge, and vanish over Froze To Death the best part of a mile away. He was still running like I never knew a wild sheep could run.




    We tracked him, but he gave us the slip in some boulders. We never saw him again that day. We did see him again two days later, when we were at the bottom of the valley once again and we spotted him slipping through a high saddle. So we climbed Froze To Death once more. But that brief glimpse was the last we saw of him. Soon it was time to pack out and make sure the area’s quota hadn’t been filled. And, to be perfectly honest, I’d had my fill of Froze To Death Plateau.




    In the few years that have passed since then I’ve relived those seconds over and over again. I had wanted a bighorn most of my life, and at that time I’d been rejected in the permit drawings for about 15 years. It’s an easy one to second guess. I had the shot, I knew what to do about the wind—but I didn’t shoot. Did I really check the horns to make sure he was the right ram? And if I did, was that the right thing to do? Or, as I’m sure Jack suspects but was too much a gentleman to voice, did I freeze up? I wish I knew.




    Time passed and I kept applying. Nothing happened, of course. I’d been unsuccessful for so long that the ritual of permit applications simply gave me a reverse savings account for fall hunting! Secretly I figured I deserved the rejection, for I’d had a chance but had blown it, whether for the right reasons or not. Jack and I talked about trying the unlimited areas again, but somehow didn’t quite get it put together. And by then you had to make your decision at application time between a permit area and an unlimited area—so I stuck with the permit draws with no real anticipation of it happening. Not only Montana, of course. I’ve been pretty consistent in Wyoming, and in some years I’ve put it for New Mexico, Idaho, and of course I started in Colorado as soon as nonresident permits were authorized. On the desert side I don’t think I’ve missed many years in Arizona and Nevada, and I’ve applied in Utah when I could scrape up the money.




    I could have booked a bighorn hunt in Alberta or British Columbia. My excuse has been that I can’t afford it, but that’s really just an excuse. I manage to get to Africa frequently enough that I suppose I could have booked a bighorn hunt if I wanted to badly enough. But time passed and I stuck with the permit draws almost as a ritual—not because I really believed it might someday work.




    In 1993 U.S. Outfitters’ George Taulman started his computerized tag application service, and I signed up. I seriously doubted George knew more about the application process than I did after 20 years—but it sure made life simpler.




    It wasn’t George who called in the spring of ‘94 to tell me I’d drawn the Montana tag. It was Jack Atcheson Jr., who’d just gotten the printout from the game department. Quite honestly, and I hate to admit this, I didn’t even remember George had put me in for Montana. But he did and I drew. Not in just any area, but in the portion of area 340 west of I-15, the Pioneer Mountains. This is one of those golden areas that has been producing some of the finest rams in North America recently. It depends on who you talk to as to whether Rock Creek, the Butte Highlands, or the Pioneers are the best—they’re all good.




    Truth is this hunt was a stark contrast to my experiences in the unlimited permit zones. You might even say it was anticlimactic. It was in all ways a grand experience. Atcheson went with me to help out, and we saw rams, and lots of them, every morning and every afternoon. In fact, we saw about 90 rams. We climbed no mountains, although we climbed a few hills. My father, who at 72 had never seen a wild sheep, also came along to help. He saw a good 50 rams, and he climbed no hills at all. In other words, it was not a sheep hunt as legend has sheep hunts to be. It was not a sheep hunt as my hunts for Stone’s and Dall’s sheep have been. But it was truly fabulous—and it was quite possibly akin to the sheep hunting our forefathers might have known.




    After that hunt I figured I’d had my bighorn luck. Not quite. In ’98 I drew a Wyoming permit in the high country south of Cody and east Yellowstone. This was an altogether different experience. I hunted with old friend and veteran outfitter Ron Dube, who has outfitted in the Cody area for many years. In other words, the hunt would be on his home turf. I told him from the start that I had no expectation of taking a bigger ram than I’d gotten in Montana four years earlier. I wanted a mature, grown-up bighorn—but that was as picky as I’d be. With this in mind Ron figured we’d have a ram in five or six days. I figured a week, and planned for ten days to be sure.




    We had a wonderful hunt, on horseback in some of North America’s prettiest country. We started from a comfortable cabin Ron uses for late deer hunts, later spiking out into some really spectacular country. We saw sheep every day, and over time I think we saw something like 14 legal rams—but by the evening of the ninth day we had yet to see a genuinely mature ram. Figuring a change was needed, we packed up and spent that night at Ron’s house, trailering horses to a trailhead west of Cody the next morning.




    We rode up into the high country and tied the horses, separating to head up to different overlooks. My spot looked easy enough to reach, but it was a nightmare. I clawed my way up through snowy timber, then scared hell out of myself scrambling across a frozen chute. Finally I broke out of the timber, then plowed through crusted drifts toward the saddle we’d marked as my vantage point. I was almost to the top when, faintly, I heard Ron Dube’s shrill whistle. He’d spotted something!




    It took me forever to glass him up on the opposite slope, but when I finally got the binoculars on him he was gesturing wildly toward the horses. I bailed off the ridge and headed for the bottom, through the timber, across that scary chute, and down through more timber. Ron already had the horses when I spilled out on the trail, and he met me with a grin. The name of his outfit is “Ron Dube’s Wilderness Adventures.” He said, “The hunting phase of this Ron Dube wilderness adventure is now concluded. The harvesting phase has just begun.”




    He had spotted the unlikely combination of two mature rams and one ewe in a little sagebrush patch far below. We had maybe three hours of daylight left and a long distance to ride. It was possible, but we needed a bit of luck. We didn’t get it, not that night. We got into the general area ahead of sunset, but up close the ground looked a lot different. As dark fell we concluded the sheep had to be on one of three or four finger ridges, but by then we were out of time. We pulled well back into the timber, got a fire going, and spent a long, cold night huddled in damp horse blankets.




    In the morning things went just like clockwork. We started down one ridge and found the sheep bedded on the next ridge, across a little cut. One ram and the ewe were mostly hidden by vegetation, but the second ram was in the clear, lying facing away on a little uphill slope. The distance was a bit less than 275 yards; I had the shot, and a steady position to make it from. But bedded animals are tricky, and the light breeze was in our favor. I decided to wait, and Ron agreed. It was endless and it was agonizing, but eventually the ram stood and I shot him. He was exactly what I’d wanted, a mature, grown-up bighorn. He was hard-won prize, and I value him every bit as much as the much larger Montana ram!




    Ovis canadensis, the bighorn sheep, is not really a creature of the high mountains. In the days of pre-European man he certainly existed in the high country, but perhaps much like the mule deer he was equally, and perhaps more so, a creature of the breaks and foothills. Custer hunted him on his Black Hills expedition a year before his fateful hunting trip along the Little Big Horn—and there’s a reason for the name of that river. Theodore Roosevelt hunted him in the Black Hills as well. Unfortunately wild sheep, especially in the foothills and badlands regions, were extremely vulnerable to the excessive hunting of the last century. Worse, all wild sheep are extremely vulnerable to domestic animal diseases. By the early years of this century the Audubon or Badlands bighorn was extinct, and in the United States only isolated populations in the highest mountains remained.




    Southern British Columbia and especially southwestern Alberta, with relatively untouched sheep range, became the place to hunt bighorns. In fact, for the fella just wanting to hunt sheep, Alberta was still the place—much more accessible than Stone’s and Dall’s sheep country farther north. The golden era was probably the ‘30s and ‘40s, when transportation was relatively simple, permits were unlimited, and great old sheep outfitters were leading long packstrings into the Alberta Rockies. These were the days when sheep hunting greats like John Batten and Jack O’Connor took their bighorns. But those days didn’t last, not even in the Canadian wilderness. Disease crept in, and although Alberta never closed, permits became limited and the hunting always difficult but not always successful.




    Below Canada total closures were the norm and permits by drawing the exception. Montana closed a number of areas, but has never, ever closed sheep hunting since 1953—and to this day jealously maintains her Unlimited Permit areas. Don’t be misled; Montana’s Unlimited zones aren’t unlimited because they’re wall-to-wall sheep. They’re unlimited because they’re rough, rugged, and remote. Hunting sheep in them is like searching for a needle in a very big haystack. But there are sheep in these areas. Quite a lot of sheep, actually—and some decent rams. In general the Unlimited zones are original herds on original range; these were the remnant populations before reintroduction began. Their gene pools have been unmolested and are probably a bit stagnant; record book rams have been taken from Unlimited areas, but they’re rare.




    On the other hand, these zones offer the opportunity for you, me, or anyone else with the moxie to buy a sheep license and go hunting. By Montana law no guide is required. Each area has a quota, and the season is closed by area when the quota is reached. That means you can’t stay in the Unlimited areas for 21 days; after the season has been open a few days you must hike out and make sure your area hasn’t closed around your ears. That makes things a bit tricky, and almost certainly prevents these areas from reaching their hunting potential. I’ve been in there, and I reckon if you could spend three weeks at it, the hunting would be every bit as good as some of the famed Canadian bighorn grounds. However, good or bad, I love the concept that anybody can still go sheep hunting if he or she is tough enough. I hope Montana sticks with the program!




    My uncle, Art Popham, whose work has also graced Fair Chase magazine, was one of the early “grand slammers.” In the 1930s desert sheep hunting in Mexico was not a big problem. Bighorns were no problem in the ‘30s and ‘40s. Like most sheep hunters of that day, his northern sheep were the most difficult to get to and came last.




    In my time the bighorn became the most difficult of our wild sheep to obtain. It still is, although I’d rate it almost a tossup as to whether the Rocky Mountain or desert varieties are more difficult. Desert permits are more difficult to obtain, but on average the hunting is more successful given a permit. Technically there are six bighorn subspecies today; the Rocky Mountain, the California bighorn, and four desert subspecies. The California subspecies actually grows smaller horns than the largest desert variety, but my purpose isn’t to split taxonomic hairs. These days all of our bighorn permits are hard to get, all are worth having, and any tag you can get for any ram offers a great experience!




    Never again will sheep hunting be as simple as picking up the phone, but things are starting to look up. Beginning around the 1950s the introduction and reintroduction programs began, and very slowly sheep started to reappear in their former ranges. This job will almost certainly never be finished; there remains vast habitat throughout the West—habitat that used to support wild sheep, or that certainly could.




    The progress, however, has been astounding. Although permit numbers are limited, there are sheep and sheep hunting in every state west of the Great Plains today. There are even a few tags in the Dakotas. After a century of total protection (and continued decline), I never thought I’d see a sheep season in California, but there is one. There are sheep seasons literally within sight of Denver. And, for that matter, Tucson and Albuquerque.




    North of the border outfitters in both Alberta and the Rocky Mountain bighorn zones of southeastern B.C. are on a very tight quota, with outfitters receiving from one to four permits annually. Outfitters with track records charge accordingly, as is their right, and permits tend to be spoken for years in advance. Farther west, some of the California bighorn country in the Chilcotin-Cariboo region is not on quota yet. It’s a bit like Montana’s Unlimited hunting in that it’s tough and success is uncertain—but there are plenty of sheep, and hunts can generally be booked a year or less ahead.




    South of the border the sheep hunting has been on-again, off-again, with Northern Baja currently closed, and permits available in Sonora and Southern Baja. The permits have been privatized and the hunts are frightfully expensive—but they’re doing a very good job of managing their sheep. Success is high, and while neither Sonora nor Southern Baja produce the biggest trophies (historically Northern Baja has produced the biggest desert sheep), most hunters go home with very fine mature rams.




    In the United States virtually all the sheep tags are very difficult to draw. Most difficult is probably Arizona, followed by Nevada and the better areas in Montana. I drew one of these, so it can happen—but it takes patience and persistence. If you don’t apply, you surely won’t draw. Wyoming has lots of applicants, but also gives out quite a lot of permits. Most states now have some system of bonus points or preference points. Odds are so tough in both Arizona and Nevada that, statistically, it isn’t ever gonna be easy—but every little bit helps. I was in on the ground floor when Wyoming instituted her preference point system, which is largely why I drew. This is an important point; as the tags become statistically discouraging to draw the preference point systems will change, and you have to be there when it happens.
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