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INTRODUCTION

When I was in my early teens, Petersen’s Hunting was my bible. I read each month’s issue from cover to cover probably within a day of receiving it. More so than all the other sporting magazines of the day, PH ignited my fire for big game hunting and made me dream of hallowed hunting grounds near and far. Not only did it provide a monthly source of entertainment, I learned a lot as well from knowledgeable guys like John Wooters, Gary Sitton, Bob Milek and, of course ,the dean of them all, editor Craig Boddington.

I really didn’t know what an editor of Petersen’s Hunting did, or how one would get such a job, but I knew I wanted to live his life and I wondered how someone could ever get paid to hunt, which is what his life looked like then (and come to think of it now, actually). But those were just prepubescent dreams, and never did I think I would get the chance to hunt around the world or see Africa or run a hunting magazine.

Time passed and I did what tens of thousands of passionate Petersen’s Hunting readers do everyday. I hunted—hard. I probably spent five days out of seven before work, after work, and of course every weekend somewhere afield—more often than not sleeping in the back of my old pickup.

My college of choice, Washington State University, was selected not for the renowned Edward R. Murrow School of Communication, but because of the pheasants and mule deer and coyotes visible from campus. I majored in hunting and minored in fishing—and barely escaped after four years with a diploma.

After a couple of decades of spending nearly every waking moment either hunting, thinking about hunting, reading about hunting, or writing about it, I ended up taking the place at the helm of the very magazine I grew up idolizing. That was eight years ago. Both the magazine and I are turning forty-three this year. Not old by any stretch, but old enough for me to ponder what is in store for the next generation.

Yes, I know I sound a lot like Dana Carvey’s Saturday Night Live character, The Grumpy Old Man, but when I grew up reading Petersen’s Hunting, there was no Internet, no Facebook, no YouTube or Instagram. If you wanted to learn something about a subject, say hunting, there were books and magazines and hard-won personal experience—that was it. So in today’s digital age where everything you ever want to know (and some things you didn’t) is just a click away, how relevant is a book or a magazine? I’d say, very.

In fact, I think printed hunting information is more relevant and important than ever before, for one reason: quality of information. While the Internet has brought us quantity what it lacks is quality. The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, written over two hundred years ago, reflects today’s landscape of information pretty accurately: “Water water everywhere, nor any drop to drink.” There is hunting information everywhere, but most of it is of dubious quality, legitimacy, and value. The Internet is rife with writers pontificating over dangerous game guns who have never stepped foot on the African continent. There are plenty of YouTube videos showing how to gut a deer, but the problem is many times it is the video producer’s first time doing it.

That is the price of democracy of information where everyone gets to post their opinions/thoughts/knowledge, but much of it isn’t worth the free price it came with. Because of that, hunters still yearn for quality information from experienced outdoorsmen. For forty-two years, Petersen’s Hunting magazine has been educating, informing, and entertaining hunters by providing reliable, quality content. That has not changed in the digital age.

Today, an entirely new crop of hunters are entering the field, many for the first time. Their motivations vary. Some are driven by a desire to leave a suburban or increasingly urban lifestyle to reconnect with ancient primal instincts. Some posses a desire to connect with their food and the life of the animal that provided it. Some come from the locavore movement and purely want healthy, chemical-free meat. Women are also entering the hunting fields, many for the first time, without growing up in the traditional father/son hunting mentor program. What all these new hunters need is solid, reliable information they can trust, not Internet advice they are too inexperienced to discern as bad.

In this book, our goal was to provide the reader a primer to the main big game species of North America: mule deer, caribou, cougar, predators, black bears, blacktail deer, pronghorn, wild hogs, elk, moose, gators, wolves, big horn sheep, and some whitetail. The next book in the Petersen’s Hunting series will be devoted solely to whitetail.

We have an amazing line up of stories from past Petersen’s Hunting magazines by several fine writers. As an aside, there are two writers included in this book who have passed away; Greg Rodriguez and J. Guthrie. Both were personal friends of mine, fantastic writers and who went way too early in life. Rereading their stories reminded me what a talent they both were and that they will sorely be missed.

So without further ado, please enjoy Petersen’s Hunting Guide to Big Game. Hopefully it will entertain and inform in the grand tradition of Petersen’s Hunting magazine.

Best,

Mike Schoby

Editor, Petersen’s Hunting Magazine


MULE DEER FOR MOST OF US

While the West is changing, mule deer are still available.
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JOHN BARSNESS
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Just a few decades ago mule deer were the commoner’s big-game adventure. Even nonresidents could buy tags over the counter and expect to take good bucks. Heck, some states allowed two bucks per season. Today few states sell over-the-counter nonresident tags, and it may take several years to draw a general tag, much less a permit for a super-area such as the Arizona Strip.

The bucks living long enough to grow huge antlers either live in places such as the Strip, where extremely limited tags assure that a few bucks will live past adolescence or on private ranches. Today the ranches offering a chance of a 30-inch mule deer charge prices that may exceed the price of a Dall’s sheep hunt. I’ve hunted such ranches, from Alberta to Sonora, just often enough to know they are a very different world than hunting public-land mule deer in the 21st century.

Luckily, there’s still plenty of good mule deer hunting for average hunters. I live in Montana and hunt mule deer on public land almost every year, and I often hunt other states as well. To find mature bucks, however, requires more than just hunting a likely-looking area. If an area looks good to you, it will also look good to dozens of other hunters.

One basic rule is that more deer live on the plains than in the mountains, but a higher percentage of mountain bucks live long enough to grow bigger antlers. There are more places to hide on a rugged mountain than on the relatively flat plains, and uphill hiking keeps most hunters off at least some mountains.
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Also, there’s a deer gap on many mountains. The foothills and lower ridges often have good populations of deer, but they’ll mostly be does, fawns and young bucks. They live there because more deer food grows at lower elevations. Above these low-elevation deer will often be an almost deer-free zone. Then, above that, deer start to show up again. There won’t be many, but the bucks will average older and bigger, and they’ll live up there until snow and the rut bring them down to the lowland doe herds. The deer gap discourages many hunters who start climbing a mountain and eventually quit seeing deer sign, turning back before they reach the high buck country.

One periodic problem with mountain hunting is winter kill. Mature bucks and fawns are most susceptible to deep snow and cold because the fawns are so small and the bucks are worn down by the fall rut. Deer-killing winters occur more frequently in the mountains than on the plains. I used to guide in a small mountain range in central Montana. One year, a severe winter followed a summer drought. The next fall, finding any sort of mature buck became difficult, and it wasn’t hard to see the reason why: There we so many skulls of winter-killed older bucks scattered around the landscape that eventually I wouldn’t even hike across a small draw to pick up another.

Hard winters not only kill a lot of big bucks, they kill off the fawn crop that starts to produce mature bucks three to four years later. As a result, before committing yourself to any area, research the recent winters. Game departments can help here, but make sure you talk to an actual biologist, not just an information officer or other indoor help.

Some parts of the plains are also rugged enough to keep out average hunters, particularly the breaks along major rivers and reservoirs. This is typical Bureau of Land Management semi-desert that’s too steep and rugged for most hunters—the reason bigger bucks live there. Many of these areas can be accessed by boat, a technique relatively few Western hunters use. The boat doesn’t even have to be motorized. Friends and I have been canoe hunting along rivers for many years, reaching parcels of public land far from any road.

However, good bucks can still be found even in places not so difficult to access. If the country’s big enough, mature bucks will find places to hide from average hunters. All you have to do is pattern those other hunters and hunt where they don’t.

A perfect example is a Colorado hunt an Eastern friend and I made a few years ago. His name is also John, but since he’s at least six inches taller than me we’ll call him Big John. We hunted a mountain ridge several miles long in the dry northwestern corner of the state. Unlike the higher, snowier mountains farther south in Colorado, this ridge had little timber. Most of the trees were aspens, in a series of long draws that cut the face of the ridge.

On opening morning, Big John was eager to hike the entire ridge. Instead, I told him to get in his rental SUV and follow me. I drove my pickup up a gravel road that headed up the valley alongside the ridge. Sometimes the road followed the little creek in the valley bottom, and other times it rose higher along the hillsides. We parked on a high bend in the road and started glassing.

Partly we glassed for deer, but mostly we glassed for other hunters. They showed up before dawn, most of them driving pickups along the road running the length of the ridge top and occasionally driving ATVs down the side ridges between the aspen canyons. We saw very few hunters actually getting out and walking.

By evening we’d pinpointed where the other hunters didn’t go: the lower ends of the big aspen draws. That evening we parked Big John’s rental vehicle on the valley road, at the bottom of one of the big draws, then drove my pickup up the big ridge-top road, parking at the head of the same draw.

We got out and slowly hunted downhill. Instead of trying to move deer out of the aspens, we tried to make them move away from one of us. I’d hunt downhill on one side of the draw for 200 yards while John stood still on the other side, then when I stopped, he still-hunted until he was 200 yards downhill from me. Toward the bottom of the aspens, a decent 4x4 came out of a thicker patch of trees and stood 100 yards from me—looking toward where John was moving. I passed up the buck, hoping for better things to come.
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This is public land big enough to hold a big mule deer.

Photo Credit: John Barsness

Soon the aspens petered out, and we were left with a quarter-mile of sagebrush draw before reaching the road where we’d parked Big John’s vehicle. As I eased into the tall sage, a buck jumped 30 yards in front of me and in two bounces went around the end of the ridge. I ran to the top of the ridge and just caught a glimpse of him trotting over the horizon 300 yards away, headed for the next aspen draw to the east, his antlers high and heavy against the pale sky.

There wasn’t enough time to go after him that evening, but as we hiked down to the road I smiled to myself. The buck bedded where very few hunters would ever go, way down the canyon from the ridge-top road and a few hundred yards above the canyon-bottom road, where he’d be hidden both by the curve of the land and the waist-high sage. He’d probably listened to several dozen vehicles pass below him that day—including my truck.

The next morning we made essentially the same hunt, but in the next draw over, where the buck had run. A few inches of snow had fallen during the night, then the sky cleared. This draw didn’t have many aspens, so we hunted farther back from the edge, carefully glassing before taking another few steps and glassing again. Soon I saw a few deer in a thin stand of aspens across the draw, looking almost black against the new snow. In my binocular one turned out to be a buck looking a lot like the one we jumped the evening before, bedded among several feeding does and fawns. It was the third day of November, and he’d found some female company. The stalk turned into a 200-yard, hands-and-knees crawl through the snow, ending in a patch of low sagebrush on a hill across the draw from the little herd of deer. At the snow-dulled report of my .30-06 the buck jumped to his feet, then wobbled and collapsed back into his bed. He turned out to be a heavy-antlered old 3x3, and it took the rest of the morning to drag him a mile down the draw to the lower road. Luckily, fresh snow makes dragging even a big buck relatively easy.

We found Big John’s buck that evening, as he came out of a cliff-steep draw to investigate some doe herds. This was a classic Colorado buck, a wide-antlered 4x4. However, by the time we’d stalked into position above him, he’d lost interest in the does and disappeared into his private draw for the night.
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Despite what we hear about 30-inch mule deer, there’s nothing wrong with a basic mule deer buck on public land—a typical 4x4 with a spread of about 24 inches.

Photo Credit: John Barsness

The next morning we split up, me to glass from a distance while Big John hunted the same doe herds the buck had sniffed the afternoon before. I had barely settled into a good rimrock seat, binocular in hand, when I heard a shot from Big John’s direction. The buck had wandered out among the first doe herd he had glassed, 150 yards below him. It doesn’t always work out that way, of course, but it did on that hunt.

On another occasion in Montana, a hunter actually pushed a buck to me. I was in the right place at the right time, lying down behind a rimrock sagebrush overlooking a huge Missouri Breaks canyon, the sun just rising behind my shoulder, when I spotted a good 4x4 bedded halfway down the opposite side of the canyon. I was figuring out how to make the stalk when a pickup parked on the top of the opposite side of the canyon. I heard the door slam, faintly, even from a mile away. The hunter started walking right down the nearest ridge top, in full view, and my buck stood up and disappeared downhill. In about a half-hour, however, he came sneaking along the game trail 150 yards below me. Bang! Thank you, unknown hunter.

There are ways to avoid hunters even in accessible country. Montana, for instance, has a five-week rifle season running from late October to the weekend after Thanksgiving. At least 90 percent of hunting pressure takes place during a single week: the first three days of the season and the last four days, starting on Thanksgiving. During the rest of the season you can often hunt midweek and not see another hunter, especially in the areas more than 100 miles from what pass for cities in this part of the world.

Jay Rightnour and I did exactly that one fall, putting up a tent camp in the big badlands of eastern Montana during the second week of November. We never saw another hunter, and Jay took his first good mule deer buck on the fourth day of the hunt, after a mile-long stalk. We eventually ended up a little more than 100 yards from the bedded buck, with nobody around except a few coyotes that sounded off as we packed out the buck by the last light of sunset.
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Another option is to pay for a drop-camp in the mountains, or even a guided hunt. On public land even a guided hunt will cost only a quarter as much as one on an exclusive private ranch. The big trick, however, is to find an outfitter who really understands mule deer. Most outfitters who guide on Forest Service land are elk-oriented, because that’s what most customers want, and good elk country usually isn’t the best mule deer country.

The second thing is to have faith. Mule deer aren’t abundant in the high country, but that’s where the really big ones live. I killed my biggest buck ever, both in body and antler, while on a horseback hunt with an outfitter I used to occasionally help during his summer pack trips. Jackson is gone now, the victim of one of his own horses and a steep trail, so I am very glad we had that week together. We only saw four deer the entire week, but they were all mature bucks, up around timberline, far from the elk timber down below.

How big a buck can you expect to find? Once in awhile you might find a huge one, especially in the mountains, but on most public land I feel very happy with what one of my friends calls “the basic muley buck,” a typical 4x4 with antlers around 24 inches wide. Any public buck with some antler mass, or a spread over 25 inches, is a real trophy. In fact, I have been quite proud to take some big 3x3 bucks. That old Colorado buck had antler bases I could barely circle with my hand, and one Wyoming 3x3 had a 28-inch spread. Often bucks grow fewer tines as they age, and any truly mature buck is a trophy no matter what his antlers score. [image: images]

John Barsness writes about the outdoors from his home in Montana, partly with his wife Eileen Clarke (also an avid hunter who’s published ten game cookbooks) on their website, www.riflesandrecipes.com.
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Like a flash from a camera, the spark illuminated the inky darkness, etching itself onto my retina. Before my brain could register the source of the spark, I heard the noise. It sounded like rocks being ground together in a miniature crusher, but what it sounded like and what my fatigued gray matter knew it was were two different things. Unmistakably, the spark and the grinding noise were a horse’s shoes skidding and sliding across granite. A fresh bloom of sparks flashed in front of me, and I heard my guide, Kyle Serle, trying to sooth his whinnying horse.

As sparks danced like imaginary stars in the pitch-black darkness, I reached for the button on my headlamp. The blinding-white halogen beam contracted my pupils and wrecked my night vision, but illuminated the trail in front of me as well as to my left where the jagged granite rock hemmed in close to the horse’s whither. To my right there was nothing, just more inky blackness. My horse stepped on a loose rock, and I watched as the stone rolled off the side of the narrow ledge disappearing into the black abyss, only to echo its crash to the ground hundreds of feet below. The horse shook his head in disapproval—he didn’t like the situation any more than I did.

Deciding to fall off the cliff on my own two feet instead of on the back of my horse, I quickly dismounted, grabbed the halter rope and led the horse up the ledge. It was touch and go for a hundred yards, and I spent more time on all fours than I did walking upright, but we eventually made it. Upon reaching the top, I noticed Kyle was also dismounted and had a map spread out across his saddle—never a good sign. When he said, “I think we go up this canyon,” I had an inclination we might be in trouble. When the wind suddenly flapped the map like a flag in the breeze and sleet stung my face, I knew we were.

I have a bush plane pilot buddy who once told me that plane crashes don’t usually happen because of a single thing going wrong. “Problems never come alone, they come in unassuming, minor packs, and it is the accumulation of these problems that builds up to serious problems, which inevitably lead to a crash.” The same could be said for our situation. It was several small bad choices piled upon each other that led to our current predicament.

“Lets try it. What’s the worst that can happen?” I said with a grin. In retrospect, those are words I wished I hadn’t uttered.

The day started out like any of the previous nine others. We woke up in our tents, caught horses—which, even though hobbled, managed to travel miles in the dark—ate a quick breakfast and headed to the high country to glass for mountain caribou. We had been glassing the same mountain range for the entire week, and while we had spotted a dozen or so animals, there was nothing but cows and calves—the bulls were still farther upcountry.

Our horses were well lathered when they fought through the buck brush to the lichen-covered rocks on top of the mountains. We quickly tied them, grabbed spotting scopes out of our saddlebags and headed to the promontory that had become our temporary home. Kyle and I took our accustomed spots. By now our butts and backs knew exactly where the most comfortable spots were and which roots and rocks to avoid. After a couple of hours of glassing, seeing the same family groups of animals we had been seeing day in and day out, Kyle said, “Well, we can always head over the pass and see what’s on the other side.”
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“How far is it?” I asked.

“It’s a long ride, probably several miles, but there is another huge valley over there that might have some caribou.” Not having anything else to do, I agreed. The ride over the pass was absolutely stunning. High above timberline, it was a massive boulder field

interspersed with crystal-clear ponds rimmed by the peaks of the mountains. On top of the pass, there was some weather-worn scraps of lumber and unidentifiable rusty iron, left by a long-forgotten prospector. It was an eerie, windswept, lonely place, but the surroundings made you respect the sheer iron will of those early explorers.

By midafternoon we came through the pass, and before us lay a huge valley. Immediately, we spotted a band of caribou—more cows and calves, but a good start. We quickly set up spotting scopes and started looking at virgin country. Our initial luck proved not to hold. There were no other caribou. I was packing up my spotting scope, preparing to move to another vantage point when Kyle said, “I got a decent bull … I think.”

I walked over and looked through his scope. The bull was on top of the farthest mountain we could see. Even at 45 power the bull appeared like a speck on the glass, and to be honest, until he turned his head and revealed just the slightest glimmer of reflection, it was hard to tell he was a bull at all.

“How far away do you think he is?” I asked.

“Four maybe five miles.”

“You want to go after him?”

“Do you?”

“Well, we haven’t seen anything else, and I only have a couple more days to hunt. Do you think we can make it in time?”

“It will be close.”

“Let’s try it. What’s the worst that can happen?” I said with a grin. In retrospect, those are words I wish I hadn’t uttered.
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We rode through bog, rivers and buck brush higher than a man’s head. We swam the horses through a beaver pond. Even with my legs lifted out of the stirrups, my boots got soaked. In the thick timber of the other side, limbs tore at my jacket and ripped holes in one pant leg. On the other side of the valley we rode up ridges so steep we kicked our feet loose from the stirrups, held onto our horse’s mane and let our legs swing out past its flanks. Two hours later, we were nearly there.
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Filmed for an episode of Petersen’s Hunting Adventures TV, this British Columbia hunt in the Cassiar Mountains turned into a epic wilderness adventure. Discomforts aside, all is well that ends well, and here the author poses with his first mountain caribou.

We stopped the horses just shy of the rim leading into the bowl where we had spotted the bull. Well above tree line with no place to secure the horses, we did the next-best thing and tied them lead to horn before we slowly stalked to the edge. Peering in, the hunting gods were smiling on us, as there was our bull, still feeding, not 300 yards below. He was a good bull, not a great bull, but one to be proud of.

I was using a Marlin Guide Gun in .45-70 topped with a Leupold Shotgun/Muzzleloader scope. Earlier that summer at the range, I worked with a Federal load that not only shot sub-MOA groups—which I found amazing out of the stubby gun—but meshed perfectly with the ballistic lines of the scope. I tested it out to 300 yards and could consistently hold three-inch groups dead on using the lines. However, that was at the range, not on live game, so I said, “Let’s sneak a little closer to get a better shot.”

We crouched and crawled through the rocks and low shrubs until we were within a couple hundred yards of the still-feeding bull. Easing over a rock, I set down my daypack and rested the rifle on it. The bull was broadside and unaware of our presence. I peered at him through the scope and slowly cocked the hammer. I was waiting for my labored breathing to subside and still several seconds away from taking the shot when Kyle whispered, “Hold up. There is a bigger bull over the next ridge.”

I lowered the hammer, set down the rifle and grab-bed my binoculars. About 800 yards away another bull fed between two ridges. He was a better bull —how much bigger I wasn’t sure, but he was bigger.

“You want to go after him?” Kyle asked.

“Yeah, but it is going to be tough,” I replied.

We only had about an hour of shooting light left, and in order to get to this new bull we would have to back off, skirt all the way around the mountain and come up the other side if we wanted to avoid spooking the first bull, which might spook the second.

We decided the risk was worth the reward. After many days of not seeing a shooter bull, lowering the hammer, sliding off the rock perch and sneaking back down the mountain was one of the toughest things I have ever done. My mind kept rolling around the old adage “a bird in the hand is better than a bird in the bush.”

It took us all of 45 minutes to get around the side of the mountain and up the small ridge. The top of the ridge turned into a mini-plateau. We got down on hands and knees and crawled across the tabletop-flat surface. With every inch we gained, another few yards of the valley floor below became visible. When nearly all of the valley was exposed and there was no bull in sight, my heart dropped. We should have shot that first bull, I silently cursed myself.

“Right in front of us,” Kyle whispered.

I snuck up a few more inches, and sure enough, the bull’s antlers came into view. He must have heard us crawling over the rocks, as he was alert and drilling through us with his eyes. I quickly poked the muzzle of the rifle over the ledge and thumbed back the hammer. Realizing something was amiss, the bull spun around, took a few steps, then stopped to look back a final time. Now or never, I centered the crosshairs and squeezed the trigger. Hit hard, the bull hunkered up, then started walking away. I worked the lever and centered on his rear hip joint so the bullet would angle through the chest. The second bullet performed as expected, and the bull dropped in its tracks.
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Lost in the wilderness with a storm moving in, the hunting party found a patch of timber, made a fire and waited until dawn.
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As with any big-game hunt anywhere in the world, as soon as the animal is down, the hunt is over and the work begins. With 30 minutes until dark, we snapped a few photos and got busy skinning, quartering and caping the bull. We finished with a few minutes of light left. I was for staying close to the kill scene, building a small campfire and waiting out the night, but Kyle said, “Look, the horses can find their way back to camp in the dark, and they can see fine at night.” This fact is still debated, but it ultimately proved to be our downfall.

Two hours later we were back on top of the mountain, searching for the lost pass that would take us back to camp and wondering how we got ourself into this situation. As I said before, it is the small problems that tend to be your downfall. With sleet now pounding down, Kyle said, “I think this canyon is the way across the pass.” Leading our horses, head lamps now constantly on, we started to climb. As we gained elevation with every step, the wind increased, the temperature dropped and the sleet turned to a rain/snow mixture. An hour into the climb, we leveled out into a large basin well above treeline, and while it looked similar to the pass we crossed earlier in the day, we both knew it wasn’t. Not exactly sure which way camp was and with a gale blowing at this higher elevation, we decided to call a halt to the march. We dropped down a little in elevation and found a lone outcropping of stunted evergreen trees. They grew in a thick clump no more than 20 yards in diameter. They didn’t provide much cover from the impending storm, but they provided enough. We tied up the horses and headed into the thick of the Christmas-tree-size evergreens. Clearing a small area of low-hanging limbs, we hunkered down and set to work starting a fire with soaking-wet tree limbs. With the help of some fire starters and a little luck, we succeeded. We strung a reflective space blanket between two trees to serve as a windbreak and settled down to spend the night, alternating between fitful sleep and waking up freezing to stoke the fire.

Dawn finally broke, but it seemed to take an eternity. The surrounding mountains were glistening white, covered in a fresh dumping of snow. In the early-morning light it was easy to see where we had gone wrong. We were one pass off from the correct one, which in this part of the world made all the difference. Tightening the cinch straps on the horses, we saddled up and started our several-mile ride back to camp. Other than the nearly hypothermic conditions, the ride was uneventful and we arrived by midmorning. Cold and soaked through, we wolfed down some hot soup and collapsed into the relative warmth of our clammy sleeping bags.

The next couple of days were spent packing out to a pick-up point on a lake where the DeHavilland Beaver would come to take us back to civilization. At the lake, we found an old hunting cabin. The contents were ravaged by a mink or weasel, while the door had gone a few rounds with a determined bear, but there was dry wood under the eves and a working tin stove inside. To us it looked like the Ritz, and for the first time in two weeks we slept like hibernating bears while the wind howled outside.

Part of me wanted to get home. I was anxious for my first shower in two weeks, a meal at a table and the comfort of a good bed, but part of me wanted to stay up in the wilds of the Cassiars, shivering on a horse, heating a piece of meat over a smoldering fire and seeing what lay over the next ridge. As they say, all’s well that ends well, and our little experience left none of us worse for wear, but if another problem or two would have cropped up, a serious situation could have turned critical. That’s the allure of the wilderness.

It’s not predictable, it’s seldom comfortable, but it’s always exciting.—bcsafaris.com [image: images]


FOUR FEET ON THE LEVEL

Sometimes Rocky Mountain cat hunting is about paying your dues.

WORDS & IMAGES by
MIKE SCHOBY
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I MET UP with Alice Pulochova, president of CZ-USA, in Grand Junction, Colorado. It was mid-February, and the snow fell in a quiet blanket as we drove toward the quaint mountain town of Rifle. Our plan was simple and straightforward. Alice and I were to spend a week chasing mountain lions with outfitter Andy Julius. You could say that Alice kind of has a thing for big cats. She had taken a beautiful lioness in South Africa back in 2005 and a great leopard in Namibia the previous year, but so far, after three attempts at mountain lions, she had gone home empty-handed. Hence, we booked a trip with Andy. I had heard about Andy through a friend who knows good outfitters from bad. This friend had hunted with Andy a couple of times and raved about him, which was good enough for me.

When we arrived and met Andy, I easily saw why my friend was so impressed with him. You could tell immediately that Andy was passionate about hunting lions. Covered in dog hair from head to toe and looking slightly disheveled as well as sleep deprived, he had been hard after cats for the better part of the past 48 hours. “You guys got here at the perfect time. We had a few inches of snow two nights ago, and it has been clear ever since. The cats have been out making tracks. I’ve been up the last two days straight, taking naps in the truck when I get too tired, looking for tracks, and I have a couple of big males isolated in two different canyons.”

Excited by the fantastic news, we hurriedly unpacked our gear and got ready for the following day’s hunt. After our clothes were unpacked and sorted out, we headed out to the back of the lodge to the makeshift gun range. Opening up a small case, Alice withdrew a dead-sexy stainless steel, full-size 1911. On the side was written “Dan Wesson.” Being somewhat of an amateur competitive pistol shooter in my youth, I was familiar with the Dan Wesson brand, made famous by its revolvers with interchangeable barrels, but this was the first time I got to fondle one of the company’s new autos.

John Browning’s famous 1911 pistol is often thought of in one of two ways, either as a competitive pistol for one of the many shooting disciplines or as a defensive arm for military, police and civilians alike. Rarely is it thought of as a hunting gun.

IN THE truest sense of the word, it probably isn’t a hunting handgun, but over the years I have found plenty of hunting opportunities where the venerable 1911 is just the right ticket. Off and on for the past 20 years, I have carried a 1911 in the field and found numerous occasions to employ it, from coyotes and jackrabbits to ground hogs and even one unlucky black bear. The 1911 shines afield because it is easy to carry and easier to shoot. Loaded with +P cartridges with expanding bullets, it can serve well as a medium-size game gun—if the ranges are kept close. In my experience, it has always worked to a T, and the real-world ballistic results overshadowed what the paper foot-pounds would suggest it is capable of. As Elmer Keith knew, there is something to be said for a slow-moving, big, heavy bullet, energy tables be damned.
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