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  To my grandchildren




  who may never know the wonderful


  wild places I have known and loved.




  I fear that such places are being gobbled


  up in the name of “progress.” It is my


  prayer that some will remain for you.




  Preface




  It seems like only yesterday when I was a junior high student contemplating my future. The only thing I was sure of back then was that I was wholly smitten with a passion for the great outdoors—so much so that I couldn’t imagine an applicable college major. I couldn’t find a “hunting” or “fishing” major anywhere. All I knew was that I wanted to follow my passion. I read ads in the back pages of hunting magazines that offered careers as forest rangers, gunsmiths and taxidermists, but those offered little appeal to a kid who just wanted to hunt and fish. I still remember dashing to class as the morning bell rang, with duck and goose feathers still stuck to my hunting boots. I hunted before school, after school, and yes, upon occasion, during school.




  Oddly, it was music that both took me away from the outdoors and eventually led me back to it. Back in the 1960s, I was captivated by folk music. Before I knew it, I was clanging around on an acoustic guitar and writing songs. Shortly thereafter, I did a stint with the New Christy Minstrels and several other lesser-known folk groups. It was while performing in Hawaii that I came down with the Asian flu and lost my voice. Back in Los Angeles, my doctor told me to get out of the smog for awhile so my sinuses could heal. So I headed to Saskatchewan to visit Rob Kingsland, the only Canadian I knew. I was quite sure the air would be better there than in L.A. One week’s Canadian vacation turned into two and I met a pretty, blue-eyed Alberta maiden named Sharleen Gibson who stole my heart. Sharleen and numerous musical offers kept me lingering in Canada until we were married in 1969. After that, Canada became home.




  Though immersed in the world of music, television, concerts and recording, I was only an arm’s length from those alluring wilds of western Canada. My first moose hunt, back in 1970, changed my life. It set me on a course in the guiding and outfitting business that spanned nearly 20 years. In addition, it was the catalyst that prompted me to write my first hunting story about that incredible first moose hunting experience in northern Alberta. Little did I know when that first story was published, that I was tapping into my destiny.




  My life in the outdoors begs to be written. First, because I have been so blessed with opportunities to travel and experience a life that is a dream to most outdoorsmen, and second, because it seems that wherever I go, something most unusual happens that makes the experience unique. Those who know me marvel at how I always seem to end up in either just the right or just the wrong place at the right time. Sometimes those rare and unique experiences have to percolate for awhile before the amusement outweighs the pain, but, in the end, they always seem to make fascinating tales.




  I consider myself a most fortunate storyteller who gets more than his fair share of inspiration—both as a hunter and as a former outfitter/guide. “Trophies of the Heart” represents the cream of the crop of my memories of a lifetime pursuing big game all over North America, and occasionally over seas, both for my personal amusement and as a professional hunter trying to help a client realize his or her dream.




  While I have thrilled at the experience of hunting many regal creatures on this planet, when it’s all said and done, the whitetail remains the single most captivating animal I have ever pursued. I dedicate a goodly and justifiable portion of this book to my pursuit of moose, elk, caribou, sheep, bear and other wonderful animals, and finish off with memoirs of whitetails that remain as vivid in my memory as the instant I laid eyes upon them.




  I don’t know why God creates some such as I, so consumed with the beauty and the mystery of the wilds—so captivated by nature’s intoxicating allure. But I’m glad that I am among that number. It is my hope that on the pages that follow, I will justly convey the marvel, the passion and the gratitude I feel for wild places and the creatures that inhabit them.




  SECTION I




  [image: ]




  The Antlered Giants




  ONE
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  A Moose for the Tenderfoot




  When I was still a small child, too young to read, I remember asking my mother to buy a sporting magazine from the newsstand at the grocery store. I wanted her to read me the story about a bear hunt advertised on the cover. The picture of the bear on the magazine cover had completely captured my imagination. That was back before “sporting” magazines were ashamed of hunting—before they turned their emphasis to bird watching features and RV columns. Hunting was not politically incorrect in those honest days, when bear hunting could be a cover story. From then on, I was intrigued by the thought of experiencing the vast wilderness areas described in the magazine article and the thrill of hunting big game. As I grew up in south Texas, I hunted all there was to hunt—from cottontails to whitetails, javelina and feral hogs.




  In the fall, when the geese passed overhead at night, I watched from my window as they swept across the moon on their long flight from Canada. There was always something mysterious to me about Canada, and I read all I could find about the Great White North. I became captivated by the idea of someday going to Canada and experiencing the mystery for myself. Years later, at age 25, I ended up marrying and settling in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada.




  While driving in Edmonton one afternoon, I saw a truck carrying a monstrous set of moose antlers in its bed. When I looked closer, I realized that there was a whole moose in that truck, field-dressed and apparently en route to a locker. I don’t know how long I stood there stunned by the size of the moose, but I still remember the shock of seeing what must have been an animal weighing upwards of 1,000 pounds. Actually, it was only an average bull. But it seemed so huge compared to the small Hill Country whitetails from Texas that I had hunted. A seed was planted that day, and I knew I would not rest until I experienced moose hunting for myself.




  For the next two years, I went through the time-consuming agony of seeking out all the moose hunting information I could find. I hunted in many areas, but always managed to be in just the wrong spot at the wrong time. The first two seasons I hunted moose, I missed the calling season, which occurs from mid-September to about Oct. 10. I wasn’t so concerned at first, because I didn’t know how to call a moose anyway; nor did anyone I knew. In the fall of my third season in Canada, I was invited to go on a moose hunt with two fellows who owned an all-terrain vehicle that would get us deep into moose country and enable us to transport our game, should we be so fortunate. Horses or some type of terrain vehicle are essential to moose hunting. It is not a simple matter to pack a moose out of the bush on your back, no matter how small the pieces you’ve cut.




  We left Edmonton and pulled the ATV behind the car on a trailer as we headed north to the Wandering River area of north central Alberta. We spent the first night in a motel. Early the following morning, we set out for the final leg of the trip. We were beyond the last paved highway and into the big timber country. The golden aspens glittered against the deep greens of the tall spruce. The sweet-and-sour smell of decaying leaves and frost-ripened wild cranberries mixed with the intoxicating perfume of the evergreens and drifted on a crisp fall breeze. The sky was an endless blue.




  We pulled off the gravel road onto an old logging road that was barely visible beneath the undergrowth that had hidden it through the spring and summer. We loaded up the ATV with all our gear and the three of us (Doug Hutton, Lloyd Gordon and myself) jumped in and started down the logging road into the dense timber. Doug was driving, and as we made each turn through the trees, penetrating deeper into the forest, we all silently expected to see that trophy bull about which we had dreamt. The traveling got rougher as we crossed washed-out creeks and sank into seemingly bottomless muskeg bogs. We somehow managed to crawl through them. After a couple of hours and about 10 miles into the tall timber, we hit a small slough and really had to put the machine through its paces to cross it. As we crawled out on the other side, we picked up the logging trail and Doug suddenly hit the brakes. A tremendous bull moose was standing in the trail about 70 yards ahead of us. He stood there and stared at us for a second before vanishing into the trees.




  “There’s your bull,” Doug whispered. We jumped off of the ATV and began unpacking our rifles. Doug suggested we pick up the bull’s tracks where he’d crossed the trail and follow him into the timber. We hurried on foot and, in minutes, found the fresh tracks.




  Not more than 100 yards into the trees, everything broke loose at once. Doug spotted the bull and signaled me toward him with his hand. As I tried to edge silently toward Doug’s position, I snagged a bootlace crossing a fallen log and went right over on my face.




  By the time I clambered back to my feet, Doug and Lloyd were farther into the timber. I heard the boom of a rifle and Doug yelling excitedly. I followed the sounds and finally caught sight of them. When I reached them, they were standing proudly beside the bull that was supposed to be mine. Doug had connected with his 7mm Mag.—a perfect heart shot—and the bull was his.




  In spite of the mishap that cost me my first bull moose, it was really thrilling just to be there. After all, we hadn’t even made camp yet!




  Doug and I field-dressed the bull and estimated his weight at about 900 pounds. The rack was not as big as it appeared when the animal was still on the hoof, but they seldom are. At any rate, it was a proud moment for any man. We marked the trail so we could find the animal easily the next day and left him there to cool for the night. By that time, it was late afternoon and the coolness of the day presented no threat of spoiling the meat. We traveled another three miles or so that first afternoon and finally set up camp for the night.




  Doug decided that he would take the moose out of the bush the following morning and asked which of us would like to help. Some vote that turned out to be! Lloyd and I both wanted to stay and hunt. I won the toss, and it was agreed that the next morning I would leave camp early to hunt and Doug and Lloyd would head back and transport the moose to Lac La Biche. I asked them to be sure and leave my bedroll, my .22 rifle, ammo and matches. Then they would return as soon as possible. In the meantime, I was to tend camp.




  The next morning, before the others awoke, I dressed and left camp in the dark. I hunted the area east of our camp and found fresh moose tracks everywhere, as well as deer and bear tracks. I also found a single rodent-chewed palm of a cast moose antler from the previous year. The squirrels, mice and porcupines had chewed the edges away for the calcium it contained. The sight of the huge palm spurred me onward. By 10 a.m., I noticed that the sky was darkening in the north. There was a strange stillness hanging in the air as black clouds began swallowing what was left of a distant blue sky. The chattering of the squirrels and Whiskey Jacks ceased, and a light snow began to fall. Though it wasn’t snowing hard at first, the flakes were as big as silver dollars. Although I was new to the north, I sensed trouble and decided that I’d better head back to camp.




  By the time I made the mile-and-a-half trek, the snow was being swept down by a strong, biting wind, and I knew I was in for a bad storm. The first thing I noticed when I arrived at camp was that my sleeping bag, .22 cartridges and matches were gone. When Doug and Lloyd packed up that morning, one of them had inadvertently packed my gear on the ATV. A great sinking feeling settled in my heart. My primary sources of warmth were gone, and I was 15 miles from the nearest traveled road. The snow was already piling deep on the ground and visibility was nearly zero. As little as I knew of such matters then, I realized I was trapped in a full-blown blizzard. My choices were to try to walk 15 miles back to the Fort McMurray highway, or try to tough it out under a tree. I wasn’t sure I could survive either of my options, given the serious conditions at hand.




  I was standing under the canopy of a big spruce tree, trying to decide what to do next, when a movement caught my eye. I stared through the blur of wind-swept snow and, to my utter amazement, saw a short little man walking through the trees toward me. He was wearing a faded red wool shirt and a red hunter’s cap, and he was carrying an ancient lever-action Savage Model 99 rifle. Appearing as if in a dream, he walked straight up to me and spoke without disturbing the dampened butt of a “roll-your-own” hanging in the corner of his mouth.




  “Yer a long way from home ain’tcha?” he asked.




  “Yessir, I guess I am,” I stammered.




  “Your friends won’t be back for a spell ’cause of the storm,” he said.




  “How did you know I came with friends?” I asked.




  “I live here, and I heard you boys coming. Then this mornin’ I saw ‘em leaving. Don’t know where they went with that little machine, but it’ll never make it back through the kinda snow like we’re about to get. You’d better follow me if you wanna get outta this weather.” This was my introduction to Marion Diesel, a 63-year-old trapper and bushman extraordinaire.




  I was only too willing to follow him through the timber. It was obvious that he knew every tree as if they were old friends. A half-mile later, we arrived at his cabin. I was surprised at the picture it made, snuggled there in the trees with snow piling up on the roof. The little log house was a piece of history. Marion made a fire in the old wood stove and before long it was as comfortable as the Hilton. I was truly in another world—a world that I had read about as a child but never expected to experience. Snowshoes and fur stretchers hung on the walls. In the thin plastic windowpane at the head of his bed were five small holes, each plugged with spent .22 cases. Marion explained that they were all bullet holes and each one represented a bear that attempted to get a better look at the inside of his cabin. Instead, they each received a .22 bullet between their eyes. Marion believed in keeping the bears outside.




  The old man was weathered and tough, but he had a personality and a sense of humor that were unique. I had always presumed that trappers were introverted types who sought a place in the wilds to escape society. In my mind’s eye, I viewed them as reclusive hermits. Marion quickly dispelled any such notion. He was simply delighted to have company and dearly loved people. He explained that his lifestyle was not an effort to escape anything, but rather the only thing left that he could do and still remain in the peace and serenity of the wilds that he loved.




  Marion showed me his treasures from the forest, which consisted of various formations and growths from the trunks of trees. Some looked like figurines and others like faces. His collection represented many years of watching and appreciating the wonders of nature.




  Of greatest interest to me were the never-ending tales Marion could tell about his years prospecting in the Yukon and trapping in the Northwest Territories. The things that he had lived were true history, and I was spellbound by each tale. He had piloted paddlewheel steamers on the McKenzie River back in the ’30s. He had tangled with a big grizzly on a beaver dam and crossed Great Bear Lake by compass in a raging blizzard with a team of dogs. It was obvious that his 63 years hadn’t been easy ones by modern standards, but it was also obvious that he was showing no signs of weakening. The years were on his face, but they hadn’t yet begun to reach his soul.




  We talked far into the night as the embers snapped in the old stove. I asked questions that I had always pondered concerning the habits of wolves and wolverines. He had seen and experienced them all. He was a living encyclopedia of nature.




  The next morning it was still snowing, but fortunately, not as hard as the previous day. Marion made me a pile of pancakes on the wood stove and added maple syrup, slices of fried moose backstrap and strong black coffee. I ate until I could barely move. With my first bull moose still in the forefront of my mind, I asked what he thought of trying to hunt moose in the snow. He said it would be good as long as the snow was fresh and quiet to walk in. I could make good use of the wind, and tracking would be fairly simple. I asked him if he wanted to join me, but he said he had a few things he had to do to get his traps ready for the upcoming season.




  I had walked only about a quarter of a mile when I crossed moose tracks so fresh that I could see the grass still lying down in the bottom of the tracks. The snow was still falling and would cover the tracks in a matter of minutes, so I knew the animal could be no farther than five minutes ahead of me. The terrain ahead gradually inclined, and the tracks were headed straight uphill. I could see that eventually I would hit a ridge. At the crest of the ridge, there was a large windfall, which offered cover as well as a perfect shooting rest. From the top of the ridge, I would be able to see several hundred yards clearly. The area beyond was open, with just a few sparse clumps of poplars. The clearing and the snow would make a moose easy to spot from my vantage point. As I neared the crest of the ridge, I edged toward the windfall for cover and moved cautiously forward for my first look into the opening beyond.




  Suddenly, a crashing sound erupted from the log pile only 15 feet from me. I jumped back, shouldering my rifle, and up from the windfall emerged a large black bear. I could see nothing but a black blur in my scope at that range. I was still frantically backing away from the bear that was obviously no less surprised than I. In his haste, the bear lost his footing momentarily and slipped back down among the logs. By then, I was beginning to make out the bear in my scope, and my heart was throbbing so loud I could hear it.




  At the very second that the bear cleared the top of the windfall, and at the precise time I should have shot, I heard a crunch behind me. In my panic, I glanced over my shoulder to see what else I had to encounter. A cow moose was high-tailing it into the timber. It was over before I knew it. I stood shaken and dismayed, not having fired a single shot—the bear going one way, the moose going another. My knees were knocking, and I felt a little light-headed.




  After my nerves settled, I decided to see if I could follow the bear’s tracks in the snow. I wasn’t after a cow moose anyway, and that was the first live bear I ever had seen outside of a zoo. Thankfully, at Doug’s suggestion, I had purchased a bear tag. The tracks led into a thick stand of young pines, obviously a new growth where a forest fire had recently burned the older timber. The saplings were just a bit higher than my head, extremely thick and covered with a deep layer of fresh snow. Visibility was occasionally 15 yards at best, but more often a matter of feet rather than yards. I could follow the bear’s tracks easily enough, but I was keenly aware that I could quite possibly bump into this critter before I could see him.




  I slipped along quietly, listening intently and watching for a trace of black among the snow-covered pine boughs. The bear’s tracks finally led up onto a large fallen log. I followed them to the end of the log where they simply disappeared. It took me 10 minutes to figure out that the bear had walked back down the log in his own tracks. I suddenly had the feeling that he was playing with me. The hair on the back of my neck stood up as I crept forward, still following his tracks. I looked down to check his tracks and saw something that made my blood run cold. It was my own boot print in the snow with the bear’s track on top of mine. The bear had made a circle and now was following me. At that point, all I wanted to do was get back to the cabin as fast as my legs would carry me. Thoroughly disgusted and unnerved with my performance, I made my retreat. This “northern hunting” was turning out to be a lot more than this tenderfoot had bargained.




  When I got back to the cabin, I told Marion my woeful tale, and he had a good laugh about it. Then I told him of my misfortune two days earlier when I had muffed my chance at the bull Doug killed. He asked me if I’d ever shot a moose before, and I admitted that I had not. “Oh, I see.” he said. “We’ll have to change all that.”




  As we ate lunch, he told me that he would call up a nice bull for me later that evening. He said it so matter-of-factly that I was a little doubtful at first, but who was I to question him? He didn’t strike me as a boastful man, or one who would say anything he didn’t mean.




  At 4:00 that afternoon, Marion dug out his calling horn—a long slender megaphone-shaped roll of birch bark. It looked like the calling horns I’d seen in so many pictures. I grabbed my rifle and asked him if he thought we had a good chance. He looked outside.




  “Yep, the wind and snow have stopped,” he said, explaining that when the air was completely still, the call could be heard for miles by the moose.




  Marion said that he had killed and field-dressed a moose several days earlier near the windfall where I’d seen the bear. The bear had probably dragged the remains into the log pile and was feeding on them when I surprised him that morning. He decided we should give the same area one more try.




  When we reached the top of the ridge where all the excitement had taken place, Marion stopped and climbed into the windfall. He directed me to continue across the clearing some 300 yards and find a spot to hide and wait in the edge of the timber. After I was settled in a clump of willows with my back against a hollow birch, I heard the eerie bawling of Marion’s call. I almost laughed to think that this odd noise was going to attract a big bull moose. I listened as the strange sound penetrated the stillness of the evening. Marion would call three or four times in succession, wait 10 minutes or so, then call again.




  “Aaaaaaaaaaaaahwugh!”




  “Aaaaaaaaaaaaahwugh!”




  Silence.




  As I sat quietly, I became entranced by the silence of the forest. A small field mouse was eating a blade of grass at my feet. I was amazed at how human-like he was. He used his tiny hands to pull a blade of grass over, then held it down and chewed on it as if it were an ear of corn.




  In the distance, I heard a crashing sound as if a tree had fallen. I held my breath, straining to hear more. A long silence passed and I became aware that my lungs were burning for another breath. I breathed deeply, then heard the crashing sound again. This time it sounded closer. I inhaled deeply and again held my breath. I heard a crazy sound like the croaking of an overgrown frog. Again the crashing sound echoed from within the green timber and I realized that it must have been a moose! The sound was coming from the north, and it seemed to be approaching the clearing from the end where I was hidden. Then the sound of antlers raking against saplings became audible. Again I had to remind myself to breathe.




  Then, to my surprise, I heard much the same sound coming from the south. Could it be that there was yet another bull coming to the same call? I heard the sound in the distance, then the bull from the north hooked the poplars again. The north bull was obviously the closer of the two, and I was fully prepared to take the first one I saw. I had visions of the two meeting in front of me!




  I turned, facing the direction of the closest bull. He would stop and hook the trees, bellow loudly, then charge ahead a few more yards and repeat the process. My heart was pumping like a steam engine. I could hardly hold my breath, even to listen. Behind me, I could still hear the other bull. There seemed to be little doubt about which bull was going to arrive first. The moose in front of me stopped hooking the bush and I listened between heartbeats for any sound. Then I heard the “Chh … chh … chh … ” of his hooves as he moved in the foot-deep snow. Suddenly, he was directly in front of me, pawing the ground with his head low and swinging from side to side as he hooked the poplars around him with his antlers.




  For a time, I was simply spellbound, then something in the back of my mind reminded me that I had spent a dangerously long time watching him and that at any second he might notice me and be gone. I carefully released the safety on my rifle and raised it to my shoulder. I breathed as deeply as I dared and let go of half my breath. I felt the trigger and began slowly squeezing. The moose was facing me directly, and I could only see the top of his shoulder hump above his head, which was still low and thrashing from side to side. When he raised his head, I centered my crosshairs in the middle of his massive chest and felt the rifle lurch as it shook the still air. Under the jolt of the recoil, I lost sight of the bull. I watched breathlessly to see if there was any movement and finally eased out of my hiding place toward the spot where the moose had been standing. I silently prayed that I had not imagined all this or, worse yet, missed him. I bulldozed my way through the poplar saplings toward where I thought he had been, and there he laid—the biggest moose I’d ever seen. He had slumped forward in his tracks, still upright, and yet the top of his shoulder hump reached my waist. His antlers were still as large as I had thought them to be. I had my first moose! I whooped with joy, and Marion soon appeared with a big smile and congratulated me.




  “That’s the way a feller’s s’posed to get those big ones,” he grinned. The bull field-dressed close to 1,000 pounds. I’m sure he wasn’t the biggest moose in Marion’s backyard, but I couldn’t have been prouder.




  The storm that originally threatened to finish my hunt turned out to be a blessing in disguise. Another day passed before Doug and Lloyd returned. Their machine had broken down altogether, and they had to borrow another to return for me.




  The September blizzard had been a record-setter for Alberta. In the outside world, roads and schools had been closed and power lines were down. But life had continued without a hitch at Marion’s cabin. Coal oil lamps and wood stoves don’t skip a beat when the conveniences of modern living fail. The stay with Marion had been an education for me. I was thrilled about bagging my first moose, but equally thrilled to get to know and experience this amazing man of the north.




  I bid Marion farewell after spending four of the greatest days of my life with him. In truth, he might have saved my life. I often wonder what would have happened to me if he hadn’t appeared at that bleak moment when the fateful storm hit.




  “Now that you know where I am, you better come back!” he said.




  It was an invitation I would accept many times in the years to follow.




  POSTSCRIPT




  I made many trips back to visit with Marion Diesel, and we became good friends. We eventually joined forces in a guiding and outfitting operation for moose and bear hunters. The chapters that follow make reference to our joint venture and subsequent adventures. It was under the tutelage of Marion Diesel that I embarked on a career as an outdoorsman, guide and outfitter, which eventually led me to a second career as an outdoors writer. I will forever be in Marion’s debt for all that he taught me about the Canadian North, its creatures, their habits and habitat.




  TWO
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  Moose Fever




  My chance meeting with Marion Diesel described in the previous chapter resulted in our joining forces in a moose hunting operation for several years afterward. Marion taught me how to call moose well in those days of my Canadian guiding and outfitting infancy. What follows are some humorous and entertaining incidents that I experienced while guiding moose hunters in the early ’70s.




  If the sight of a 150-pound deer can rattle a man, imagine the shock of seeing a moose for the first time. A moose, after all, is as big as a horse, and it might have a rack the size a bulldozer blade. My years of guiding hunters have shown me that while buck fever is bad, it’s nothing compared to moose fever.




  You wouldn’t believe the things that have happened.




  One sport I guided had never seen or heard a moose. On the first morning out, he watched in disbelief as I grunted and coughed out my best bull moose imitation through my birch bark calling horn. He obviously didn’t think I had both oars in the water. When I grunted again, the guy smiled. “You kidding me?” he asked. He just couldn’t accept the fact that a love-stricken bull moose makes sounds like regurgitated hiccups. I wondered vaguely what he thought he was paying me for and called again.




  I heard a bull answer from a long way off and nudged the hunter to be sure he’d heard it too. “A moose!” he exclaimed, staring blankly at me for a suspended moment. Then he began to chuckle. Then he laughed. The next thing I knew he was out of control, rolling on the ground. I began to call louder, trying to cover the madness of the situation. Quickly the bull was on us. We heard it coming through the brush, bellowing and hooking the birch saplings with a hollow clatter of heavy palms. The moose was cooperating to the best of its ability, but laughing boy, writhing at my feet, was doing his dead-level best to botch the opportunity. I could hear the determined beast moving closer, and I didn’t know what to do. Nothing like this had ever happened to me.




  Suddenly, the bull appeared in the open, 50 yards distant. Instinctively, I clouted the guy across the brow with the birch bark calling horn and hissed, “Take him!” To my amazement, the sport jumped to his knees, drew quick aim and dropped the bull in its tracks with a high shoulder shot. From then on, he was as rational as any veteran moose hunter.




  “Do you know you went a little bit nuts on me when that bull was coming in?” I asked later at camp.




  “Nuts? What do you mean, ‘nuts?’” He asked. He had absolutely no recollection of his hysterics. I wasn’t going to waste time convincing him it had happened. I chalked it up for what it was—moose fever.




  That same season, I called another bull moose for a hunter from Minnesota. It, too, came in well. When it reached the edge of a thicket of red willows, my hunter was able to squeeze off a perfect lung shot. A moose with its adrenaline up seldom drops on the spot, however, and this one bolted and charged into the willows. My hunter was already mourning a miss, but I’d been watching with binoculars and had seen hair fly from behind its shoulder. Trying to reassure him, I told him to follow me through the willows where we’d no doubt find the fallen bull. At the thicket’s edge, though, the hunter stopped fast. “Oh my god,” he gasped, staring up at the willow tops, which reached ten feet in the air and were smeared with blood. “Never realized how big those monsters really are,” he muttered, stepping back. I chuckled and explained that the bull had pushed the willows down as he ran through them. The blood from the wound had painted the tops red before they could spring up again. He was still not convinced that the bull wasn’t the size of a dinosaur, and I had to do some more selling before he would go any farther. It was only when he actually saw the moose, lying stone dead 40 yards ahead, that he was sure it wasn’t 15 feet high at the shoulder.




  It’s odd the way the big north woods spook some people, although they are really safer there than in any large city. I once guided a hunter who was moose-sized himself—as big as an NFL tackle. On a late, gray September morning, I walked him into a low-lying area where the muskeg threatened to swallow us with every step, and I began calling. Nothing happened. Just as I decided to change locations, we heard what sounded like the beating of large wings drawing closer. I looked up, expecting to see a raven or a hawk. The sound grew louder and movement caught my eye in the timber ahead. Before I could comment, a pack of timber wolves were standing alert in a semicircle around us. What we’d heard had been the panting of running wolves. They obviously thought they’d found a cow moose and were coming in for breakfast.




  The wolves realized we were humans as quickly as we realized they were wolves and quickly faded like passing shadows into the forest. I was surprised but not afraid, for I know how much they fear man. My hunter, however, might have been big enough to tackle pro running backs, but wolves were another matter entirely. The rest of the day he remained certain they were going to get him, and he kept a close watch of his backtrail.




  By the third day, his jumpiness had subsided and we found ourselves with the kind of crisp, cold weather that lets a call echo for miles through the timber. Although I called all afternoon from the cover of a large deadfall, we got no answers. It started to get dark and I whispered to the hunter that it was time to head back. He nodded, then we both heard the distinct snap of a branch behind us. Aware that bulls sometimes tiptoe to the call without a sound, I advised my hunter to chamber a cartridge and to prepare himself. We strained to listen, but we heard nothing more. It was almost too dark to see, so in a last-ditch effort, I lowered the muzzle of my birch bark calling horn to the ground and made a faint call, hoping to disguise our exact location. As if from out of space, a huge black bear reared up on its hind legs no more than six feet in front of us. My hunter screamed in horror as he let a wild one go with his .300 Mag. I just sat there in complete amazement. I wasn’t carrying a gun. If I had been, I would have been too stunned to shoot. The bear vanished as mysteriously as he’d appeared, and my hunter danced a jig of uncontrollable fright, half crying and half laughing.




  At camp, I tried again and again to convince him that both incidents were extremely rare and that at no time were we in any real danger, that both bears and wolves want no part of humans. They had simply miscalculated. I could see he wasn’t buying it.




  I hoped the next day he’d get a nice, normal crack at a moose and take his trophy home and brag about his prowess. But things didn’t work out that way. He got himself a sneaker. It’s another rare event. The guy was getting more than his share, I know. But only once in perhaps 50 times will a moose come in as quiet as a mouse.




  The hunter was sitting against a dead stump at the intersection of five major game trails. I was 100 yards from him. I figured the moose would follow my call and the hunter would intercept it en route to me. When the bull stepped out behind the hunter instead, I was amazed. The hunter was looking at me, and the moose, about 15 feet behind him, was also looking in my direction. I dared not move a muscle. I remember how silly it looked to see my hunter sitting there straining for a hint of the animal, which stood looming above him. To make things worse, it was a huge animal, black as midnight. This one really seemed as big as a dinosaur.




  For what seemed like an hour, it was a standoff. I allowed only my eyes to blink, and the hunter stayed frozen, too. Eventually the moose took a small step and a piece of deadfall crunched beneath him. The noise sounded like an explosion to me from 100 yards away, so I understood perfectly why the poor man flew off the ground as if shot from a cannon. He somehow turned in flight and fired a shot, which startled the unsuspecting moose. The big bull whirled around in a circle, trying to figure out things. They stood there staring at each other from a distance of 10 feet. I held my breath waiting for another shot. After what seemed like another hour, a second shot echoed through the woods. If a twig snapping had seemed like an explosion, that shot sounded like an H-bomb. As I sat there blinking, to my wonder, both man and moose dropped to the ground in unison—the moose dead, the man fainted. I was beside him within seconds and was greatly relieved to find him alive. He trembled and had trouble speaking for a few minutes, but he finally got himself together. He could only describe the termination of his hunt as pure relief. He had experienced all the excitement he could stand.




  Most of the strange reactions to moose fever are understandable. Hunters are awed by their first sight of a creature so big and imposing, and they find themselves dumbstruck. Usually, a nudge or two is all that’s needed to break the trance.




  One of the weirdest moose fever reactions I ever witnessed happened to a very savvy hunter from Michigan. He was a veteran, fitted with equipment that reflected his experience. But he’d never hunted anything larger than whitetails.




  I called for 30 minutes before the first sound of the bull’s approach became audible. We could hear his cautious footsteps on the bed of dry aspen leaves as he came closer. The tension was apparent in the hunter’s face. Finally, a small bull stepped into the opening and my sport swiftly shouldered his rifle and fired. The moose fell in his tracks as if struck by lightning. I turned with a shout of congratulations. To my amazement, the guy wasn’t there. He had leapt to his feet and was racing through the forest, tripping and falling and scrambling along the way. “What the heck are you doing?” I yelled.




  At my shout, he stopped, panting and pointing to a spot in the woods. “I’m going to cut him off. He went that way!” By then I had reached his side, and I led him back to the fallen moose. He looked down at it, then turned to me and said, “I’ll be … I coulda swore I saw him take off thattaway.”




  My guess is that he was expecting a miss. The fever got him, and he hallucinated his expectations. Moose fever is undoubtedly the result of tension, anxiety, nervousness, stress and a host of other $2 psychological terms that your average first-time moose hunter wouldn’t understand. But then, your average psychiatrist probably wouldn’t understand moose fever either.




  THREE
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  Bowhunting the Yukon Giants




  Avisual treat greeted me when I arrived in the central Yukon in early September 1986. Against a backdrop of an endless bluebird sky were the flaming crimson canopies of the arctic birches, interspersed with golden-crowned aspens and the patchwork greens of balsam and spruce. I felt almost dizzy as I tried soaking up all that met my eyes. As I stepped off the little Cessna at the landing strip along the foot of Two Pete Mountain, Dave Coleman, my outfitter, was there to greet me and the other incoming hunters. While baggage was quickly hustled to the appropriate cabins, dinner was on the table in the log kitchen.




  The next day, on horses saddled and packed beforehand, hunters and guides rode off into the mountains in search of various game. Some were hunting sheep. Both Dall’s and stone sheep are plentiful in Dave’s area. Other hunters struck out for grizzlies. I was among those who had come for caribou and moose. I had longed to bowhunt the Yukon’s huge moose, which are considerably larger than those in my former home province of Alberta, Canada.




  Dave and I left base camp at noon with two saddle horses and two pack-horses. We set up our spike camp at the timber’s edge, just below the summit of Two Pete Mountain. With two hours of daylight remaining, we rode the last mile up to the summit’s rock crown to glass for game. As we approached the top, we encountered a small group of curious and somewhat comical caribou cows. They circled us, getting ever closer, until they were less than 50 yards. I was able to snap several photographs before they hoisted their stubby tails and strutted off into the rocks.




  We tied the horses and climbed the last 100 yards to the rocky summit. We had barely settled behind our spotting scopes before we noticed a big bull moose bedded down within 100 yards of the trail we’d traveled just minutes earlier. He was a dandy bull, too, better than 60 inches wide. I couldn’t believe he’d let us ride right by him. He sure wasn’t as spooky as the moose I was used to hunting. Little did I know just how different this moose was going to be.




  I was concerned about the location because he was lying in a hollow choked with thick willows and arctic birch. There was absolutely no way to approach the critter quietly. I pointed out my concern to Dave, who simply said, “We’ll just ride the horses right up to him.” It sounded pretty crazy, but I had no better ideas.




  “We’ll have to hurry because we only have 30 minutes of shooting light left,” Dave said as he hopped into the saddle.




  He took my reins and led my horse so my hands would be free. I felt like a little kid on his first pony ride as Dave led me through the tangle of willows toward the bedded bull. The horses made a terrific racket as they plowed through the brush. I couldn’t imagine that moose just lying there calmly, listening to all that approaching noise. Dave finally pulled the horses to a stop and turned to me. “The bull is just over this rise. Get ready to jump off your horse and make your shot,” he whispered.




  I nodded dubiously. He kicked his horse ahead, and our two-pony caravan advanced cautiously.




  “There he is!” Dave snapped.




  I couldn’t see the moose at first because I was right behind Dave’s horse, so I bailed out of the saddle and stepped quickly aside of the horses. The huge bull stood facing us, his ivory-colored palms freshly stripped of velvet. He looked like a four-legged, black boxcar. I was frantically trying to nock an arrow when he turned broadside, offering the perfect target. Adrenaline poisoning caused me to rush the shot, however, and I watched my arrow skim over his back.




  “I blew it,” I moaned as the bull bolted forward, unscathed.




  Dave ordered me back into the saddle, so I climbed back quickly as he spurred the horses forward, still leading mine by the reins. The moose was obviously trying to circle downwind of us to see what this was all about, but Dave rode in a semicircle to keep us downwind of the bull, instead. The move seemed to confuse the great animal. He stopped and watched us intently as if to see what our next move would be.




  Dave pointed out a deep ravine that wound its way beneath the rise where the bull was standing. He told me to dismount and hightail it through the ravine while he kept the bull’s attention. At that moment, I was so baffled by the whole episode that I was merely taking orders. This was more like a rodeo with bow and arrows than anything I had ever experienced in the name of hunting. Still, Dave’s confidence kept me trying in spite of my doubts.




  I ran the 250 yards through the ravine and, as I arrived below the ridge where I last saw the moose, I could hear him grunting and thrashing the willows above me and to my right. I could also hear Dave and the horses moving back and forth behind me. Dave was yelling, telling me where the moose was headed. It was all too crazy! I hesitated, caught my breath and tried to pinpoint the moose’s location.




  Then I saw him. He was following the ridge above me, stopping after every few steps to thrash more willows. He was definitely behaving as if he were rutting, which was to my advantage. When he disappeared behind a small clump of balsam, I jumped the small creek and dashed up the ridge another 50 yards. I froze amidst a clump of willows as the bull appeared almost immediately. As he lumbered directly above me, I nocked an arrow, stepped out of my hiding place, “guestimated” the distance and released an arrow—just as the bull took his last step in the open. The shot was too low, and the sound of the arrow clattering through the willows sent the moose stampeding down the ridge and out of sight.




  I’m not sure whether I actually uttered the words or just thought them, but I clearly remember what went through my mind: “Thornberry, how could you miss a barn door-sized moose at 40 yards?”




  What a beginning! I’d been hunting less than an hour and already missed the same bull twice! The opportunity presented itself so suddenly and the approach was so unlike anything I had anticipated, I was just caught off guard. I felt as bad for Dave as I did for myself. He’d provided me with a great opportunity. I just blew it. Thankfully, however, he took it all in stride. I remembered doing the same when one of my hunters blew the chance of a lifetime. I think it’s called diplomacy, at least when in the company of the hunter. “Screw-up” is the term that comes to mind after the hunter goes home!




  The following day, we spotted two bulls on a small lake at the base of the next mountain. We broke camp and made the ride in four hours. The first evening after we’d changed locations, we rode up the side of the mountain to a high point where we could observe the entire lake below us. We saw one excellent bull, two smaller ones and several cows. With darkness closing in, we decided against trying a stalk that night.




  We spotted our big bull the next morning as he bedded down in a willow flat. We made our move down through the timber and carefully inched up to the bull’s bed only to find him gone. Something had gone wrong; he had given us the slip. Then it was another climb up the mountain to locate him again.




  That evening, we saw him and tried another stalk through the jungle of tall willows. But, once again, he was not to be found when we got there. It was discouraging, because it took a tremendous effort to go up and down that mountain. This bull, unlike the first one on Two Pete Mountain, was as spooky as any white-tailed buck. The willows where he was living were 10 feet tall and so thick that a quiet stalk was impossible.




  After two days of this spot-and-go-seek game, Dave and I were nearly worn out from all the climbing. We had planned for a five-day hunt, and we were down to our last rations. Either the moose was going to have to make a mistake soon, or we were going to have to go back to base camp for more supplies. On the fifth morning, from our mountainside vantage point, we spotted our slippery bull. We also saw a second bull that was considerably larger than the first. The new bull’s antlers were so big for his body size that he looked front heavy, like he might tip over on his nose. He was easily the best bull I had ever seen, and renewed excitement inspired our weary bones to try again.




  From high on the mountain we watched him in the valley below until he finally bedded. Down through the jungle of timber we went again into the towering willows that grabbed at clothing and bowstrings like claws. The stalk ended in nothing more than a warm, yet very empty moose bed. The climb back up the mountain was a quiet one. These bulls were obviously not into the rut yet and, until they were, it seemed impossible to get on them. We tried calling them in, but they weren’t yet in the mood.




  From the mountaintop later that evening, we spotted the big bull again. He was in the timber, midway up the next mountain. There was no way to approach him. A nasty rain and snowstorm, combined with our dwindling grub supply, led us to the decision to return to base camp and regroup. As we rode back in the blackness of night, a hollow, nagging feeling formed in the pit of my stomach, telling me that I would never see the great bull again.




  The next morning, after a big breakfast and a good night’s sleep, Dave decided to send me to Earn Lake where he expected numerous bulls to be congregating in preparation for the rut. He had some inflatable boats and outboard motors there, as well as a spacious camp facility. It would be a different style of hunting. Maybe it would change my luck. I was ready for a change after a week of plowing through willows on horseback, holding my bow up over my head to keep it out of the never-ending tangle of willows. My bowstring was already showing some serious wear from the continuous abrasion.




  My new guide, Quincy Barrett, and I arrived at Earn Lake late on the afternoon of Sept. 11. We organized ourselves, inflated a 12-foot Zodiak and added a 20-horsepower outboard. We made a quick tour of the end of the lake near camp as the sun was setting. We saw one small bull feeding in the lake at dusk, and I was encouraged about the potential of the boat. It is legal to shoot a moose from a boat in the Yukon, so our plan was to try to find a decent bull along the shoreline and paddle into bow range.




  Quincy and I arose at 5:30 the next morning to find ourselves enveloped by fog. We couldn’t see 50 yards, so we went back to bed. At noon, the veil of fog lifted and exposed one of the most glorious days I have ever seen in the wilds. The 16-mile-long lake was mirror calm, perfectly reflecting the inverted images of the surrounding mountains on the water. I made a dozen or so practice shots and pondered the wear on my bowstring. I decided to risk it one more day, the last day of my hunt. Changing strings would mean resetting my sights. Surely it would last for one more day. Famous last words!




  Quincy and I toured the lake and I photographed the spectacular scenery. I did some fishing, too, and found the arctic grayling to be virtually suicidal. As quickly as my little yellow-bellied goofus bug settled on the water, a greedy grayling inhaled it. After a shore lunch of fresh fish, we agreed to head back to camp and take a nap. We would go out again during the evening, when the moose were more apt to be moving. I got an early start, lying down in the bottom of the Zodiak. I drifted off to sleep as the motor droned toward camp.




  When Quincy suddenly cut the throttle, I sat up to see what was happening. He was looking at a grass bed on the near shore. One peek through my binoculars showed me why. There were a bull and cow, feeding belly-deep in the lake a mere half-mile distant. I looked at my watch. It was 3 p.m. Right there in the brightest part of a bluebird day was a respectable bull!




  Quincy idled us to within 400 yards of the moose before stopping the motor. The bull was standing broadside to us. He stood statue-still for a long time, gradually swinging his big, lazy head toward us, then back to check on his lady friend. Eventually, satisfied, he resumed his statuesque, broadside pose.




  Quincy grabbed a canoe paddle and began the painstaking job of edging us into range. We moved so slowly that I don’t think the bull even realized we were moving. In a matter of 15 minutes, Quincy closed the distance to less than 100 yards. I could see the bull roll his eyes toward us, without moving his head. He knew something was afoot.




  When we were at 60 yards, he rolled his eyes our way again and grunted. The cow also stopped feeding and stared at our boat. After a few seconds, she seemed satisfied that we were not a problem and resumed feeding. The bull maintained his position without moving so much as a whisker. The wind was dead calm.




  At 50 yards, he grunted softly at us again and I saw the whites of his eyes, as large as saucers, as he rolled them back to observe us.




  “Ten more yards,” I whispered to Quincy, as he paddled toward the bull in slow motion.




  At 40 yards, I slowly raised myself off the bottom of the boat into a kneeling position and drew my arrow. The bull grunted and rolled his eyes again, but he remained standing broadside. I put the 40-yard pin in the middle of his ribs, behind his muscular shoulder, checked my anchor point one last time and let the string slip from my fingers. The arrow hit with a resounding thump, catapulting the bull into high gear in one great leap. The shot was certain to be fatal, but, meanwhile, both moose were running for shore.




  Quincy urged me to take another shot to try and get the bull down before he made it into the muskeg and dense timber along the shoreline. I already had another arrow on the string, so I drew quickly, leading the bull about four feet. Suddenly, there was a hollow snap and my arrow fell helplessly into the bottom of the boat. The willow-worn bowstring had given up the ghost. We were overcome by a feeling of utter helplessness as we watched the two moose splashing their way through knee-deep water toward the bank.




  I was powerless, unable to shoot another arrow. What if the first shot didn’t stop him?
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