If you find your spirit getting a little
adventurous this fall, take a
serious look at heading north for
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“Big one!” were the only words uttered by Noel, our
native hunting guide.

“That’s a real big one,” I said stuffing another charge down
the spout of the still smoking muzzleloader. “He'll go close to 400.”

My wife and [ were hunting on Mackay Lake in the Northwest
Territories and [ had just shot what was by all accounts a great Central
Canada barren ground caribou. He would easily score enough to qual-
ify for the Boone and Crockett Awards Program, but the one [ was
looking at now made him look like a porcelain miniature. [ had de-
bated about buying the second caribou tag before we left Yellowknife,

but was [ ever glad thar I did.

Aca little over 100 yards, the bull and his companion split and then paused for a brief
moment. Long enough, however, for me to drop the striker on the percussion cap and
send a 240-grain sabot on its way. The big bull dropped instantly, the bullet striking him

Kim Schwanky and Gary Jagh with a
Central Canada barren ground caribou
taken in Northwest Territories. Hunting
Central Canada barren ground caribou is
the ultimate in relaxation.
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in the spine. In a little over a minute [ had
shot two trophy caribou, and [ was later to
find out thar the second bull scored 379-5/8
points, making him the largest muzzleloader-
killed bull at the time.

Caribou are quite simply the perfect
quarry for the hunter interested in traveling
tosome wild and exotic locations. While cer-
tainly not deserving of their reputation for
being stupid, caribou are much more approach-
able than most ungulates, making them
ideal for limited range hunting such as with
muzzleloaders and archery gear. But, if you
think you can walk right up on a caribou, stick
the barrel in his ear and shoot him, you bet-
ter think again. Caribou can be very wary.
[ have had them take off after just catching
the slightest glimpse of me. [ have also had
them spot me and then come running for a
closer look. Unpredicrable is the best way to
describe them.

Boone and Crockett recognizes five
categories of caribou for the records books, as do taxonomists. For the hunter, the most
noticeable differences are body and antler size, and the terrain they inhabit. If you are look-
ing for a caribou to enter in Boone and Crockett, timing is everything. The big bulls will
often hold onto their velver until late August, so it is advisable to look at a September hunt.
Boone and Crockerr has no category for antlers in velvet, so they must be stripped if you




wish to score and enter them. Also, the hulls
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and make a far more impressive mount for
the wall.

BEARREN GROUND CARIBOU
Barren ground caribou are found in Alaska
and the northern Yukon, with the majority
of big bulls coming from Alaska. Overall,
barren ground caribou sport the largest antlers
of all the categories. Boone and Crackett
sers the minimum score for an All-time record
at 400 points and the minimum for the Award's
book is 375 points.

Hunting for barren ground caribou
in Alaska may be conducted without a guide
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tory and being in the right place at the right
time could never be truer. Many hunters
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then the migration moves through and they
never see another animal for the remain-
der of the hunt. At other times, you may
have your choice of thousands of bulls foran
entire week.

River hunts are extremely popular in
Alaska as they allow you the ability to move
several miles each day in search of caribou.
Typical floats run 7 1014 daysanda
quire the use of an air charcer sery
get you in and out. This type of hunt can of-
ten be combined with moose and black bear
and is quite economical in the realm of fly-
in hunts. Charter services can often sup-
ply rafts, motors and any additional gear you
may require. They are usual- =
ly well in rune with where the
migration is most heavily con-
centrated and where vour best
opportunicy for success is.

Barren ground caribou
grow big, often exceeding 600
pounds. It is cheir size thar
intimidares many hunters, bur
with modern rifles and bul-
lets, your favarite elk rifle is
more than adequate. | have
shota number of caribou with
a .264 Winchester magnum,
and several more with a .50
caliber muzzleloader shooting
240-grain sabors and only once has a sec- _
ond shot been required. The hideandbone it hor ¢ E“Tmuﬁas the mnuntam
structure of a caribou is not overly hﬂwr* :t ou ua the most spectacular
and gerting a buller inro the lungs does n-'l .ofiallith subsp&cles.
require much force. I'd venture a bet.
more caribou have been killed mrh the .30-
30 and .303 British than allg
combined. Gerting within 108
is rarely a problem, long-rn
dom necessary. :
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Mountain caribou includes trophies from
British Columbia, southern yukon Territory,
the Mackenzie Mountains of Northwest
Territories, and Alberta, although there is
currently no hunting season for them in
Alberta. Taxonomists lump the mountain
caribou together with the woodland cari-
bou of eastern Canada, but for the hunter
there are some considerable differences in
antler size.

To me, mountain caribou carry the
most spectacular antlers of all the subspecies.
They are very heavy, and while chey typi-
cally do not sport the tremendous main beam
lengths of the barren ground and Quebec-
Labrador bulls, traphy mountain caribou bulls
have mass that is unequaled. First circumfer-
ence measurements often exceed seven inch-
es, bez and shovels are ponderous, sporting
countless points, and tops are palmated with
long deviating tines. The Boone and Crockert
All-time minimum is 390 points and the
Award's book minimum is 360 points.

The mountain caribou are also the
precciest of the subspecies. Their sharply con-
trasting coats and long flowing manes are
fine tribute to the mountainous regions they
inhabit. Mountain caribou are substantial
in stature, often weighing in ac 600-plus
pounds. To see one standing on the crest
of a windswept ridge at 8,000 feet is a sight
not soon forgotren.

All mountain caribou hunts require
the services of a guide or outfiteer, unless you
are lucky enough to be a resident of a province
where they reside. Mountain caribou hunts
can also be pricey, ranging from $4,000 to
#6,000, depending on where and who you
hunt with. ltis the logistics of hunting these
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The author with a
Quebec-Labrador cari-
bou. Even though
thera are more than
one million caribou in
Quebec, hunting them
can be hit or miss.

grand bulls that puts the
price higher than many
of the ather subspecies.
Mountain caribou are
usually hunted with the
use of pack trains, remote
mountain camps, and
lots of manpower, That
is why they are usually
lhunted in combination
with species like goats,
Dall’s sheep or moase.

There is no ques-
tion that the Northwest Territories produces
the lion's share of trophy bulls. The south-
ern Mackenzies are a Mecea [or the devour
mountain caribou aficionado, and for some-
one looking to place a bull in the annals of
Boone and Crockerr, they are the place to go.
The Yukon also produces its share of fine bulls,
bt not nearly the quantity that the Morthwest
Territories does (this can be parcially accrib-
uted to sheer numbers of hunters).

It is not the make, style or caliber of
rifle that you take for mountain caribou
that will determine your success; it's how
durable it is under extreme conditions. My
last twao trips to caribou country were plagued
with more than a week of bone-chilling
rain and snow. These are conditions for
rifles with stainless barrels and synthetic stocks.
While the weather can be gloriously warm
and sunny, don't count on it, especially if you
want to hunt hard-hored bulls. These bulls
often don't shed their velver until early
September and this is when mountain
weather is the most unpredicrable.

CENTRAL CANADA BARREN
GROUND CARIBOU
It wasn't until 1984 chat a new category
was established for Central Canada barren
ground caribou. They were classified with
barren ground caribou, but as it was believed,
caribou in Northwest Territories had small-
er antlers, Boone and Crockett established
the new category with a minimum of 345
points. That has since been raised to 360 for
encry in the All-time records and 343 points
for the Awards book.

Central Canada barren ground cari-
bou occur on Baffin Island and the mainland
of the Northwest Territories, with geograph-

ic houndaries of the Mackenzie River o
the west; the north edge of the continent
to north {excluding an island except Baffin
Island); of Hudson's Bay to the east; and the
southern boundary of Morthwest Territories
to the south. In 1994, the boundary was
expanded to include the northwest corner of
Manitoha north of the south limit of town-
ship 87 and west of the Little Churchill River,
Churchill River, and Hudson Bay. They are
comprised mainly of the highly migratory
Bathurst, Beverly and Qamanirjuaq herds,
which number in excess of one million an-
imals. All non-resident hunting requires the
services of a licensed outfitcer and guide.
Most hunts originare out of Yellowknife and
run in the $3,500 to $5,000 range, with out-
fitters allowing hunters to harvest two bulls,
There is often an additional charge for the
second earibou.

Central Canada barren ground cari-
bou rypically have tremendous top points,
bur are often weak on the froncs. If you
find ane with both, it cruly is an awe-in-
spiring sight. [t was thought at one time that
this subspecies could never attain scores in
excess of 400 points, but there have been sev-
eral bulls taken in the past few years to top
that mark. A big bull may only weigh 350
pounds, which makes for a pretty impressive
animal when you plunk 400 inches of antler
on its head.

Most of the camps on larger lakes have
a good population of resident caribou and it
is not uncommon to see 50 to 100 animals
per day during early season hunts, but when
the migration starts, | have seen in excess
of 5,000 in a morning. This can be both a
blessing and a curse. With the smaller num-
bers of animals it is a much simpler task to
pick out a good bull and execute astalk. With
thousands moving through, with that ground-
eating cadence that only caribou can at-
tain, there is often little time to properly look
atall the bulls, leralone pick out a trophy and
shoor it.

Hunting Central Canada barren ground
caribou is the ultimate in relaxation. The day
usually starts around 9:00 a.m. with spot-
ting caribou around the lake. As there are no
trees and the caribou are active all day, there
is no need to be up at first light and hunt un-
til dark. I think that's what | really enjoy
about these caribou = you are hunting and
seeing animals all day long. When they are
spotted, it is just a maccer of trying to get in
front of them and cutting them off. If they
get by you, it is impossible to carch up with
them again on foot. When migrating, they
walk abourt 5 miles per hour and cover up
to 40 miles a day.



QUEBEC-LAERADOR CARIEOU

The Quebec-Labrador caribou may be con-
sidered the mast hunted of all the subspecies,
due in large part to their proximity to the ma-
jor urban centers in the Unired States and
the relatively low price of the hunts. Quebee-
Labrador caribou, like their name impiii:.s, ane
found only in Quebec and Labrador. Non-
resident hunters require the services of an
outficter, but do not need ro be guided. This,
plus the heavy competition, keep prices af-
fordable. Hunts are available for as low as
52,000, but don't expect any luxuries. Two
caribou may be taken in most camps.

Quebec-Labrador caribou are known
for incredible main beam length and massive
shovels and bez. They are often very weak
on the top, with some bulls never even grow-
ing top points. If you can find one with
long top points, it is usually a trophy-class
bull. The minimum All-time Boone and
Crockett score is 375 points, and 365 points
to be accepted in the Awards book.

Even though there are over one mil-
lion caribou in Quebec, hunting them can be
very hitand miss. | know many hunters who
have never seen a bull during their trip,
and | know others who have seen tens of thou-
sands. These caribou are constantly on the
move and constantly changing their migra-
tion routes. Make certain your outfitter is
willing to relocate you if there are no caribou
in the area you are hunting.

Much of the region that caribou fre-
quent in Quebec is a mixture of dense stands
of spruce and open, rock ridges, providing
plenty of cover to vrilize when executing
stalks and setting up ambushes. This is
why the Quebec-Labrador variety of caribou
is so popular with muzzleloader hunters
and archers. Some of the traditional cross-
ings on the larger rivers are also prime lo-
cations when the migration is moving through.
Seeing thousands of caribou swimming a rag-
ing river is incredible.

It is the hunter who is willing to put
the miles on by foot that is usually most
successful. Getting up on the high ridges and
doing lots of glassing is the key. If the cari-
bou start moving through one area, they will
usually follow that same path for several days
in a row, so keep track of where they are mov-
ing and plan your ambushes accordingly.

WOODLAND CARIBEOU

Woodland earibou have the most diminutive
antlers of all the categories, with a score of
only 295 points required for Boone and Crockett
All-time records and 263 points for the Awards
book. Antlets are quite spindly and often do
not sport a large number of points. Main
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But with that said, they are fun to hunt and
there have been some incredible trophies tak-
en over the years, including three bulls that
scored in excess of 400 points. Only trophies
taken in Mova Scotia, Newfoundland/Labrador,
and New Brunswick are eligible for entry in
tI'IC |:|0|J]u, HI'H'.:I NE\V[DIJ'EI‘J]ETIIJ can ]ﬂ'f Elﬂ im
Lo Fl" tl'.H: CrLries I:XEI'.‘Pt fnr d h:andfu] fmm
New Brunswick.

The great thing about hunting wood-
land caribou is that they are not migratory
and you can almost always be assured of
seeing bulls. For hunters that like the chal-
lenge of spot-and-stalk hunting, woodland
caribou are the ultimate. You won't be see-
ing the great numbers you will in Quebec,
Alaska, or the Territories, but there is more
than enough to keep any hunter interested.

Hunters must employ the services of
an outfitcer and guide, and prices ranpe great-
ly depending on the lodge. Some of
Mewfoundland'’s lodges specialize in five-star
service, but you will also pay five-star prices.
Expect prices to start around $3,000 and po
up from there. Hunters can usually combine
a woodland caribou hunt with moose and
black bear, and some first-class fishing.

BEFORE YOU GO

Mo matter which category of caribou you de-
cide to hunt, do your homework. Talk with
numerous outfitters, talk with their previous
clients, and even check with local ourficrer
associations. While relatively inexpensive
in the world of outfitted hunts, a caribou hunt
still represents a sizable investment and it is
up to you to get your money's worth.

It is also up to you to know whar your
expectations are. While guides can help
you to some degree in assessing trophy qual-
ity, it still comes down to your decision to
pull the trigger. All caribou look big, espe-
cially if you have never seen one befare.
Gary Jaeb, owner of True North Safaris on
Mackay Lake in the Morthwest Territories,
used to tell all his hunters not to shoot
the first caribou they saw; to wait a day or
so until they got familiar with what big bulls
looked like. That was until one day a hunter
turned down the first bull he saw and his
companion shot it. It turned out ro be
the new World's Record at the time. Not
shooting the first caribou you see is still good
advice, but the more you know about them,
the better off you will be when it comes to
making the final decision.

The scoring of caribou antlers is very
complex and it pays not only to try and get
a look at a number of heads but also ro exam-
ine the score sheets very carefully. A word of

advice: if you are looking to qualify for Boone
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els. It is quite easy to gain 30 or more inch-
es with a second shovel. Very few caribou
with single shovels have qualified for the
boaks. Many guides that | have hunted with
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to as, but in my opinion they are the least im-
portant element. They look nice and are a
bonus if your bull has them, but don't dis-
count a caribou without them. My muzzle-
loader World's Record Central Canada bar-
ren ground caribou had only one, one-inch
rear point. Look for two shovels, descent bez
and main beam length, and a well-developed
top palm with at least two, long top points
and you likely have a good bull in front of
you. Palmation, extra points, and rear points
are all bonus.

Caribou hunting is much more than
a rophy quest, however. Itis an experience.
MNowhere else will you get so close to so many
animals and have so many opportunities to
harvest an animal. If you find your spirit get-
ting a litcle adventurous this fall, take a se-
rious look at heading norch for caribou. No
matter which category you select, you are as-
sured of a great time. They really are the per-
fect quarry for the hunter with adventure
in his hearc. m
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