The Self-Guided Hunter

B ﬁ\l
On Your Own

As the bush plane disappears into the vastness of
the Alaskan tundra, you're left with little more thar
your ability to survive the experience. Do you hav
what it takes?

['ve been fortunate to have hunted around t
and lived the many experiences that come with such adventu
By A.E. Walsh big game I've chased includes the dangerous (Cape buffalo and
Photographs courtesy of the author species of bear) and the beautiful (Dall’s sheep and Co
Along the way I've experienced the hunt in many differer
horse packed, backpacked, slept in first-class lodges and t

I've hunted with guides made famous by outdoor writers of days long go
equally privileged to hunt with guides so new to the business their hoots
otherwise inspired feet. I've survived my mistakes long enough to make

! learned enough lessons to lecture my kids into submission.
‘ And while the change of scenery and rush of a new chailenge
some things maintain the special foothold that keeps you coming ba
the adventure begins when the tundra tires of a jittery Super Cub
turf. Soon I'm dispatched with nothing but m
questionable wits, set to test both against carit
range. Then the roar of a single engine drown
uncertainty, the bush pilat gives a weak wa
for days on end.
The smart ones begin by getting their cam|
others—with me firmly ensconced in their ranl
gear at the side of the strip and start glassmg.
the caribou, and invariably, I spot a bull
afar, and spend the better part of my
rain to catch me tent-less. It’s happene
to count.
As a native Oregonian | feel [ knn
about rain, but Alaskan rain during caribou
rain; it’s a liquid toughness test where |
is a hasty retreat. One year, while playing'
friends who'd never lived the tundra ltfe, I coe

Alaska is the land of vastness, and my trusty pattern, and we immediately dug out the spotting scope. As

| caribou hunting is a game of finding  the optics, the azure skies of our arrival silently gave way to a thick stor

| the needle in the haystack. These were soaked, scrambling to get a tarp over the gear and ourselves. We stay
two qualities spell the definitive the tarp, three grown men wet as sewer rats, for several hours before leg cramp:
need for quality optics and the us to tough out the rightful construction of camp. Caribou have that type- af‘s}n |
patience to use them correctly. one would rather spend five days hunting in wet clothes than tniss an’ apport'u

their parade.



Your caribou drop camp pits
. you against the forces of
nature. A quality tent may
save your life when staked in
the middle of nowhere — you
may want to consider renting.

Planning Your Caribou

Drop Camp

A drop-camp caribou hunt starts with

planning, possibly more than any

other hunt found in North America.

The first place to start is at the Alaska

Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G).
(See sidebar for important con-
tact information on the following
page.) In addition to hunting
season dates, license require-
ments and fees, the ADF&G is an
excellent source for herd data,
including migration status and
herd strength.

Finding a reputable air taxi ser-
vice is all about leg work, but
should not be given short thrift,
because these are the guys who
are responsible for getting you
out to the bush, putting you in
front of the migrating caribou,
and most important, picking you
up at the appropriate time. These bush
pilots are your lifeline to civilization,
‘and short of a satellite phone, your only
link with the outside world. They take
off from and land on over-sized mud
puddles, often stiff-arming the reaching
tops of grabby spruce trees, battling
ever-fickle winds, and at the same
time keeping an eagle’s eye out
for the next trophy head.

The right equipment can mean
the difference between success and
“misery, or worse. Many of the top
fly-in outfitters have Alaska-ready
gear—including tents, stoves and
other expensive-but-necessary
items—available for rent. Unless
you plan to use this equipment
. again, renting often makes the
most sense, as it tends to be
specialized and costly. Before
signing on the dotted line, how-
ever, be sure to check with the
outfitter's references to deter-
mine how previous customers
assessed the equipment. Having
old or non-functioning equipment

| makes you a prime candidate for trouble.

Alaska is big country; Quality optics are
required. Enough said.

Caribou are not necessarily tough, but

.,,-;."'J:T;Q they share space with bears. For this

i
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i

.‘_‘xll:t.’:"\l reason,| recommend taking more rifle
| % A 'than you thinksyou need; justin case.

{ Having taken clase:to a dozen trips to
Alaska, I've never-(knock on wood) had
bear trouble, butwhenldo I'll have a
well-cofistructed .30 caliber bullet at'the
ready. . (st s it <38
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ABOVE: The author and his wife,
Jessica, have found the escape to
Alaska a breath of fresh air in an
otherwise rushed life. Jessica
shot this bull on the final day of
the hunt after watching several
bigger bulls but not wanting |
the trip to end early. LEFT: The |
author shot this bull early in
the season when caribou stay |
at higher elevations. When
the bugs are bad, head uphill
where the winds keep the
biting flies from harassing
you and the caribou




rainage, between
was fortunate to

ives. After four days of
 the limits. 1mposed by

d pursue on foot. The “break” our
ed p:oved far more arduous
) 1

was early in the season, and the
were scattered about the higher

and [ sat with my family retelling the tale.
Like an ice cube dropped down the back of
my pants [ sat bolt upright. There in the
background of my caribou pictures was the
same mountain I'd shot my sheep on; The
photo was being taken from the uphill side
of the caribou, so looking down a good bit,
one could see the apex of my sheep hunt.
Certainly not the way [ had planned it.

Another tale from my long list of
fly-in caribou adventures involves my wife,
Jessica, and I, sharing camp with Dwight
Van Brunt, a mutual friend and adventure
freak who is vice president of sales and mar-
keting for Kimber. We were hunting the tail
of the famed Mulchatna herd. We set up
camp almost immediately (chat's my wife’s
influence) and spent the evening talking
and glassing, but mostly carrying on. Band
after band of caribou streamed within 100
yards of our tent city, and the excitement of
the next day's hunt was palpable. Daylight
hung around until after 10 p.m., when seven
caribou emerged from the green tapestry
of the tundra and marched directly at us.
From a mile away we could see the mass
of antler that graced the bull, but his cows
seemed unimpressed as they grazed toward
their winter grounds. Shortly before the
last light faded, the bull strolled noncha-
lantly in perfect profile within 50 yards of
our camp. Without a doubr the bull was a
Boone and Crockett qualifier, and now the
bar had been set for the start of the hunt
the next morning.

We didn't sleep well that night or for
the next three nights, until the memory of
the huge bull was forced out of our minds
by countless miles of brutal tundra. The
last full day of hunting appeared before an-
other great bull, and we vowed to continue
to hunt hard. Shortly before noon, with
Jessica perched on a short knoll overlook-
ing a frequently traveled saddle, she pulled
the trigger on a nice double-shovel bull.
While she field-dressed the bull, I packed
and Dwight continued to glass from the
backside of the same hill.

Somewhere between meat load
number three and four, Dwight had spotted
a bull of grotesque character. Recognizing
that the bull would never win a beauty con-
test, but fascinated nonetheless, he set off.
He left behind a note, and unbeknownst to
me, his pack frame.

As Jessica and | loaded the head and
cape on to my back and began the half-mile
trek back to camp, the network of draws
and saddles delivered the “pop” of a distant
shot. Excited but keenly aware of the dis-

tance in the report, | trudged back to camp
suddenly ill.

Getting in front
of ever-moving
caribou is the key
to success.

True enough, the shot report had
traveled a great distance in the open coun-
try. From the vantage of camp 1 could see a
white T-shirt marker, hung by Dwight on a
bearberry bush. The spotting scope was set
at 20-power, yet it was too far to make out
the detail of his fallen bull.

[ untied Jessica's trophy, threw a gra-
nola bar down my gullet and grabbed some
water for Dwight and me. With a pack board
on my back, Jessica and I set out to help
Dwight. There was no use in stepping off
the distance; it wasn't meant to be measured
in yards, rather miles, with an "

By the time we reached hml the day
was getting long into the evening. Mayhe
under different circumstances he would
have been a beautiful bull (in his own
unique way}, but when 1 realized I was the
only one with more than a daypack, he got
very ugly, very quickly. With only a few
hours of daylight and certainly not time
for more than one trip, we knew the bears
would have their way with the bull if we
didn't take him now.

We took a few group photos so we
could laugh about it all many, many years
later, then took to dismantling him as
best we could within the stringent laws of
Alagka. The resulting loads were distrib-
uted as such: Dwight carried the head and
neck over his shoulders, as well as a front
shoulder tied precariously to his daypack:
Jessica toughed out the ribs, split and ar-
ranged into a decent bundle, as well as the
tenderloins and some miscellaneous meat; [
strapped the hindquarters on the frame and
carried the front shoulder in my arms like
an ugly baby.

The pace was slow and plodding,
and darkness passed us well before we
reached camp. Exhausted, we tied the meat
into a stand of nearby spruce trees, shuffled
back to the tents and fell into a sleep that
was broken only by the din of the morning's
flight home.

If you've never been on a drop
camp for caribou, these stories may appear
Herculean in nature; however, if you have
then you certainly recognize them as noth-
ing out of the ordinary. I retell them because
the drop-camp caribou hunt does not offer
you the choice of toughness to make. At the
end of the day, you're as tough as it takes to
hunt caribou on your own.
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