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P R E F A C E

I h a v e  t w o  reasons for writing this book. The first is per
sonal. A friend of mine from Moose Jaw, Saskatchewan, a 

poet named Robert Currie, has been campaigning for many 
years for m e to write a memoir. In this cause, he has been 
more persistent than a brigade of telemarketers. Every time 
I let down my guard, he would leap out from behind a bush 
or a dumpster and pummel me with the same entreaty. “Car
penter, you should really write a memoir.” “I’m  too young, 
Currie,” I used to say. Or, once older, “I’m too busy, Currie.” 
Or, “Currie, why don’t y o u  write a bloody memoir?” So I’m 
writing this memoir to get Currie off my back.

The second reason goes back to an  incident th a t hap
pened to m e in 1995, w hich I have recounted in some 
detail in an  earlier book entitled  Courting Saskatchewan. 
In my account o f th is incident, w hich occurred  up in 
the  bush, I w ro te about goose-hunting rituals  in  Sas
katchew an. Some years later, my publisher, Rob Sanders 
(h im self a form er hunter), suggested th a t I w rite a lon
ger book entirely about hun ting—its cu lture, its history, 
its adherents and detractors, its rise and fall as a form 
of recreation and as a m eans o f subsistence—a book in
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w hich these subjects m ight be shaped, to some extent, 
from my ow n experiences of hunting. T hat original inci
den t that I had up in the  bush is recounted once again, 
but in m uch less detail. It seems th a t I could not w rite A 
Hunters Confession w ithout reflecting upon the  incident 
that triggered it.

T his book is filled from  b eg in n in g  to  end  w ith  
hun ting  stories, prim arily  from  the  U nited States and 
Canada. It recounts m any a hun t from  my ow n life and 
m any stories from  the  lives of hunters m ightier th an  I. 
I have w ritten  dow n the  reasons I loved hun ting , the 
reasons I defend it, and  the  reasons I criticize it. M ore 
th an  a m em oir, then , A H unters Confession is a serious 
book about hunting in N orth  America. I cannot help but 
notice a curious congruence betw een my experience of 
hun ting  and  the  trends we see am ong hunters all over 
th is continent.

But it's still a mem oir. If I appear to show a prefer
ence for the  less th an  com petent side of my adventures 
and spend little  tim e on my prowess as a n im rod , it’s 
largely because I’ve know n the  real thing: hunters who 
know w hat they’re doing in the field and whose intim acy 
w ith  the  habitat and the anim als them selves has tu rned  
in to  a great abiding love for and fascination w ith  these 
creatures.

If you’re still w ith  me, but skeptical, you m ight be 
w ondering, I f  these guys love the animals as they claim, 
why do they kill them? I m ight not answ er th is question 
to  your satisfaction, but I prom ise th a t, as the  story 
unfolds, I w ill never w ander too far from  it. I would 
like to  com e out of th is process w ith  a good answ er for
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myself. Therefore I have enlisted  a great variety of w rit
ers, hunters, w riter/hunters, and th inkers from  the past 
cen tu ry  to  give m e som e perspective on the  rise and 
fall of hun ting  in my life and theirs. H unting, like box
ing, has attracted  m ore th an  its share of em inent hacks, 
Nobel Laureates, and Pulitzer Prize w inners.

Doug Elsasser, Peter Nash, Scott Smith, Terry Myles, 
Richard Ford, Ian Pitfield, Al Purkess, Raymond Carver, 
Lennie Hollander, Bill R obertson, Ken Bindle, Bonace 
Korchinsky, Mosey W alcott, Bill W atson, Bob C alder— 
these are som e of the  hunters I have know n. Any one 
of them  could have testified to my conduct in the  field. 
M ost of them  would say that C arpenter was better w ith  
a shotgun th an  w ith  a rifle; th a t he was a better dog than  
a m arksm an; th a t he s ta rted  losing it in  his late forties; 
th a t his sense of direction depended on w hether he was 
carry ing  a com pass, and even th en  it w asn’t  th a t great; 
th a t he was loath to  try  a long shot and tim id  around 
bulls; th a t as walkers go, he was not bad for distance.

Readers can  be gratefu l, th en , th a t th is is not so 
m uch about me as about the  hunt. If I accom plish only 
one th in g  in  th is account, I hope it will be to  narrow  
the  gap betw een  those w ho did and those w ho d idn’t, 
betw een those w ho speak well of hunters and those who 
disapprove of them . You m ight say th a t I have one boot 
in the  h u n te r’s cam p and  a B irkenstock in the  cam p of 
the  nonbeliever.

For the  idea and for your patience, Rob, I th an k  you. I 
hope you will agree th a t late is b e tte r th an  never.

A nd C urrie, I am  happy to  say th a t your cam paign 
has borne fru it. By the  way, I th in k  it w ould be a great
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idea if you were to w rite  a book-length verse epistle on 
accounting  practices in  anc ien t C arthage. B etter get 
started . Time w aits for no man.

I am  indebted to  m any people w hose reflections on 
hun ting  have broadened my ow n know ledge consider
ably. M ost of these have been m entioned in  the  text and 
in the  list of sources at the  end of the  book. But I should 
add the nam es of those who helped to  steer me into good 
habitat in order to  w rite this book: W arren Cariou, Tim 
Lilburn, and Bob Calder, w ho are all e ither nonhunters 
or ex-hunters. I would like to th an k  Trevor H errio t for 
reading my m anuscrip t an d  offering suggestions and 
criticism  during  a very busy tim e in  his ow n life. I owe a 
debt of thanks to  H onor Kever, my first reader and soul- 
sustainer. I m ust th an k  my editor, N ancy Flight, who 
rode this project through th ree  very different drafts and 
w hose w ords guided m e in to  my streng ths as a w riter 
and away from  my weaknesses. I would also like to thank  
the  Saskatchew an W riters/A rtists Colony C om m ittee of 
the  Saskatchewan W riters’ Guild for the  chance to  work 
on  th is m anuscrip t during  the  w in ters of 2 0 0 7 , 2 0 0 8 , 
and 2 0 0 9 . O ur hosts w ere Abbot Peter Novekosky and 
Father D em etrius and the  hospitable monks of St. Peter’s 
Abbey, nonhunters every one. I owe a big thank-you to 
Kathy Sinclair, w hose advice, erudition , criticism , and 
forbearance kept the  fire going, and  to  my eagle-eyed 
copy editor, Iva Cheung. And a final thank-you to  Doug 
Elsasser for his woodsy w isdom  and for his patience w ith  
me as perpetual apprentice in  the  finer points of hunting.
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T h e  keeper d id  a -huntinggo , 

A n d  u n d er his c loak he carried  a bow  

A ll fo r  to shoot a m erry  little  doe  

A m o n g  the leaves so green, 0 .

E N G L I S H  F O L K  S O N G

Ba ck  i n  the late 1950s, when I was in high school, I 
went hunting one afternoon with two friends. I had 

my father’s shotgun, and perhaps my friends brought along 
their fathers’ shotguns as well. The three of us had grown up 
playing in ravines and coulees that fed into the North Sas
katchewan River valley. These ravines had always harbored 
a num ber of pheasants, but this particular ravine was a few 
miles safely outside of the city.

I w as very keen on th is  day, perhaps because we 
th ree  would be hun ting  unsupervised for the  first tim e 
in our lives. It m ust have been a cold O ctober, because 
fresh snow had fallen and  rem ained unm elted  on the  
ground. Suddenly the  days had becom e shorter, and I 
felt am bushed, as I always did, by the  failing light in the
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afternoons. We drove just outside th e  city in my d ad ’s 
Chevy and got out and  hiked to the  edge of th e  ravine. 
We w alked at the  upper edge of the  ravine in single file.

If my m em ory serves m e correctly, w e w ere all w ear
ing rubber boots. I was w earing a hand-m e-down hunting 
coat m ade of brow n canvas and a bright red liner m ade 
of wool, but soft like flannel. The coat had m any tears in 
it, some of them  m ended w ith  th ick  black th read , lots of 
pocket space for shells and duck calls, and a big pouch for 
carry ing  birds. The pouch always had feathers in it, and 
the  pockets always contained stubble and grit.

The ravine w as to  our left. It w as lined w ith  spruce 
trees up top, w here we w ere w alking, and  it was stuffed 
w ith  tangles of rosebush, aspen, dogwood, and  willows 
dow n below. If a grouse o r a pheasan t flew dow n into 
those thickets, we would never find it. I am  guessing that 
th is was the  first tim e w e had ever hunted  together. Bill 
W atson was ahead  of m e and  Davis Elliot behind . Not 
long into the  walk, I noticed a set of tracks in the  snow, a 
three-toed bird w ith  big feet, m eandering past the  spruce 
trees. My heart m ust have lurched at this discovery.

Frantic w hispering and waving of arm s and pointing. 
We began to peer dow n into the  ravine as we w ent along. 
We probably realized th a t these tracks in the  new  snow 
had to be fresh. I was ready in th a t way th a t hunters 
m ust be w hen the  signs are good. If you’ve ever w atched 
a hun ting  dog approach a point, you have a p re tty  good 
idea of w hat I looked like.

It m ust have felt strange to us to hun t for pheasants in 
a ravine th a t w e had explored as young boys. Back then, 
we had sported  cowboy hats m ade of brightly colored
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straw, hankies tied  around our necks, cap pistols unhol- 
stered to  deal death . We had seen pheasants plenty of 
tim es, and the  odd grouse, but we had m ore im portan t 
business in  th e  ravines. We had each o ther to  shoot at. 
The pheasants of our boyhood were beautiful, startling , 
and irrelevant. And now they were our quarry.

My eagerness to hun t and kill these birds seems cal
lous to m e today—a little like shooting a family pet. The 
pheasants in th is ravine w ere not pets, o f course. They 
w eren’t our friends, but they had been our fam iliars, and 
they had lent to our explorations in this ravine a savor of 
the  exotic. In the  absence of tigers, polar bears, or m ast
odons, at least we had pheasants. W hy do away w ith  
them ?

If ever I had had th is though t in  th e  late 1950s, I 
would have swept it away w ithout a m om ent’s doubt. 

“Hey, C arp, w ait up!”
Davis Elliot was always saying th is to me. He never 

seem ed to be in a hurry, and I m ust have w ondered if 
Davis w asn’t  a bit too  p ruden t to be a kid. He was the  
m uch beloved elder son in a family of five kids. Like Bill 
and me, he was no good at contact sports. Davis was des
tin ed  to becom e a golfer. His fa ther was a doctor, and 
he and his younger b ro ther both  becam e doctors, and 
his th ree  sisters w ere all bursting w ith  brains and good 
looks and high spirits. The Elliots were the  first family I 
ever got to  know  outside my own house. Mrs. Elliot was 
a great beauty and one of M um ’s best friends.

“W ait up, you guys. Slow down! Jeez!”
“Jeez” was a word we were not encouraged to use at 

hom e. “Jeepers” would have been all right, bu t it was a
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g irl’s word. “Jeez” was alm ost like cursing, and  alm ost 
cursing was alm ost like being a m an.

Bill W atson w ould have slowed dow n before I did. 
He was m ore considerate th a n  I or any of my friends 
were, a tru e  nonconform ist well before the  w ord was 
know n to us. I suspect th a t he was th e  only idealist of 
any age in our en tire neighborhood. If one o f us was out 
of line, he would say so and reason fiercely w ith  us as to 
the  rightness or w rongness of our actions. He preferred 
reasoning to  fighting, w hich m ade h im  stand  out as a 
m oral paragon. At tim es he seem ed to  be channeling  
the  enlightened nonviolence of G andhi, and w here that 
cam e from  I will never know.

W hen we w ere teenagers, m ost of our radio stations, 
m ost of the  movies we w atched, m ost of the  m agazines 
in our drugstore racks seem ed to conspire to  tu rn  us all 
in to  ersatz A m ericans. But W atson seem ed m agically 
im m une to these influences. He in troduced m e to  The 
Goon Show  and Beyond the Fringe and a host of w itty  
English movies. From Bill, I learned to  appreciate the  
m usic of The Weavers, an  A m erican folksinging group, 
but they were okay because they had been blacklisted all 
over America for their leftist views. Bill’s affable m other, 
Jessie, taught me the v irtues of dry toast served cold w ith  
b u tter and m arm alade in the m ornings.

Now, in  ou r teens, a lm ost at the  end of o u r tim e 
together in the  sam e tow n, we were hun ting  for pheas
an ts  on  th e  edge of a ravine w e had navigated on 
scouting trips and fam ily picnics. “B lasting away” is 
w hat we called it, w ithout any apparent regret. After all, 
th is was w hat our fathers did.
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Bill W atson was okay about shooting a pheasant or 
two, but m ore th an  once he had to  lecture me on the  
v irtu es  o f nonviolence w hen it cam e to  sparrow s or 
crows or anyth ing  nonedible. Once, in order to  sight in 
my shotgun, I shot a sparrow, and  he gave m e hell for 
it. Since th a t day, I’ve never shot a nonedible bird. He 
pricked my youthful conscience as no one else could.

On the  a fte rnoon  of our hun t, W atson w ent down 
into the  ravine to see if there were m ore tracks in  am ong 
the  thickets, and Elliot fell behind me once again to  toss 
a stick or tw o into the  thickest brush to  get som ething to 
fly up. I continued along the  fringe of the  steep ravine. 
Soon enough, I spied m ore tracks from our m ystery bird. 
My God but those tracks w ere big—dinosaur tracks in 
m iniature.

H unters know  th a t on som e days you are th e  n im 
rod w ho acts as the  dog and the  o th er guys get to  do 
the  shooting and  feel like alpha m ales. Some days, you 
can  do noth ing  right. You just cannot get on track. You 
can’t  relax enough to shoot straight. You go one way, but 
the  quarry  goes ano ther way, and you end up thw arted . 
But on th a t day, ha lf a cen tu ry  ago, th rough  no appar
ent v irtue  of my own, I was given the  chance to go for 
glory. Elliot was well behind me, still tossing debris into 
the  bushes below. W atson had just reem erged from  the 
ravine, but he was looking back in the direction of Elliot, 
and I was now ahead of him.

The sound o f w ings exploded righ t beside me. I 
w heeled to  the  left, and there  it was, a brillian t big pea
cock o f a bird, th ree  feet long, h u rtlin g  dow nhill and 
hauling its great undulan t tail. The rooster was beelining



ю a  h u n t e r ’ s  c o n f e s s i o n

it for the  ravine not fifteen feet away, w ing beats w hir
ring  w ith  a mighty, ra ttling  noise. I sw ung my shotgun 
up to  my shoulder un til all I could see along the  barrel 
was bird, and I fired tw ice. Brown feathers, black feath
ers, gray and rufous feathers flew in all directions, and 
the  big bird was down. I leapt after it, sliding in to  the  
ravine on my rum p, oblivious to  ice, pain , or danger. A 
m inute later I had em erged from  the  ravine holding the 
great bird by the  neck and  g rinn ing  at my friends. In a 
generous tw ist of fate, it was th e ir tu rn  to envy me.

The rooster was a big one w ith  a long barred  tail that 
moved in flight like a flying snake. Its body feathers had 
an  iridescent bronze sheen m ottled w ith  black and gray. 
Its head was bluebottle green, a glossy green th a t tran s
form ed into purple in the  sun. It had a w hite ring  around 
its upper neck and  bright, fleshy red  patches over the 
eyes and ears.

I had m anaged to  do w hat hunters were supposed to 
do. I had sw ung my gun enough to  follow the  trajectory 
of the  bird, and I had placed my quarry  on the  bead at 
the  end of the  barrel. I squeezed th e  trigger and  felled 
th e  pheasant before it could get to  the  th ickets below. 
But m ost o f all, I had been ready and looking. Looking 
at the  underbrush, looking at all the  places I d idn’t w ant 
my bird to  fly to, looking at the  tracks in the  snow, look
ing to  see w here my friends were walking.

It was my dad w ho showed me how to  do all these 
things. He showed me how to carry  a loaded gun  safely, 
how to  sw ing it in  concert w ith  the  b ird’s flight, w here to 
look for birds. It was his old castoff hunting coat I always 
wore, his gun I trained  on, his initiative th a t took me out
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to  Egg Lake to  shoot at clay pigeons from  my th irteen th  
year on. A nd it was his friends w ho showed m e how 
entirely sociable a hunting trip  could be.

g o r d i e  w y n n , h a r o l d  W illiam s, G erry  W ilm ot, 
Bruce M assie, R ichie G oosen, Fred Jenner, Ollie Ros- 
trup , Rusty M cClean. My dad was at his best w hen he 
hunted w ith  these m en. Gordie W ynn was the  acknowl
edged leader and the  best shot. W illiam s was the  most 
persistent, th e  last m an  to put away his gun , and the  
official bartender. W ith his majestic m oustache, and his 
rum p planted on a shooting stick, he rem inded me of an  
English gentlem an. W ilm ot was a practical joker who 
w arm ed up any room  he entered. He could ra ttle  w in 
dows w ith  his laughter.

Dad, Gordie W ynn, and any tw o of the  others would 
take an  hour’s easy drive out from  Edm onton, go east of 
C am rose or sou theast of M undare, spot a big flight of 
m allards, get perm ission from  th e  appropriate  farm er, 
and  dig th e ir  pits w ith  garden spades. The idea was to 
find the  biggest concentration of birdlim e out on the  stub
ble and locate right there. The last ac t was to  lay dow n 
the  decoys at n ight and th en  head for the  nearest hotel 
for drinks, supper, and a few hours of sleep. Regardless of 
how  m uch revelry they had indulged in the  night before, 
they would rise early and  try  to  be in  th e ir pits by about 
6 a m . Four m en w as th e  ideal num ber. G ordie W ynn 
would assign one m an to each direction, and  they would 
w ait for the first wave of birds to  circle their decoys.

They always cam e hom e w ith  ducks in the  tru n k , 
perhaps a couple of grouse or partridge, and som etim es
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even some C anada geese. In o u r subservient youth, my 
older brother, Peter, and I would be inveigled into pluck
ing these birds, and the  m ore we plucked, the  m ore we 
yearned to do w hat the  m en had done. We were probably 
quite w hiny on the subject.

W hen I was about n ine years old, my dad bought my 
b ro ther and me a bb  gun, a classic Daisy a ir rifle. You 
poured a plastic vial full of copper pellets dow n the  load
ing tube until your gun  felt heavy, and then  you sealed it 
off and levered a bb into the  cham ber. W hen you fired 
the  gun, it m ade a noise th a t was halfway betw een a puff 
and a bark, and it gave a satisfying little kick.

Dad took us ou t in to  th e  coun try  for targe t practice 
and  showed us all about gun safety. Never take a loaded 
gun  into the car. Never point the  gun  at a person. (“Yes, 
Peter, th a t includes your brother.”) Always assum e th a t 
the  gun is loaded. No horseplay. Never peek into th e  bar
rel of a gun.

O ne m orning at the  lake I spotted  a squirrel darting  
am ong the  shrubs in front o f our cottage. Could I drop 
th a t c ritte r w ith  our bb gun? Surely not. B u t . . .  it was 
w o rth  a try. I aim ed for th e  head, squeezed the  trig 
ger, and th e  squirrel w ent down. H orrified, I dropped 
the  gun and rushed to  see w hat I had done. It lay at my 
feet, its body convulsing. I ran  inside and sought out my 
m other and  blubbered a confession. I expected a stern  
rebuke—I probably wanted a stern  rebuke—but she was 
surprisingly easy on me. She had grow n up in  a hun t
ing household, and perhaps these little  atrocities were 
com m on enough to  her, a th in g  th a t boys and m en did 
because they were stupid.
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She told m e to  prom ise never to shoot ano ther squir
rel and  to go and  bury  the  poor creature. I fetched the 
spade, but w hen I re tu rned  to the scene of my crim e the 
squirrel was gone. H ad a hawk swooped dow n and car
ried it away? Had it recovered from  its convulsions and 
crawled off to die? Crawled off to live again?

In ano ther narrative, our young hero m ight find the 
injured squirrel and nurse it back to  health . O r like a 
tiny version of the A ncient M ariner, he would preach to 
the neighborhood children on the  evils of shooting inno
cent creatures. But th a t was not the  story of my life.

In the  1950s, in my neighborhood, fathers took their 
sons hunting. Bought them  guns. Got their kids to do all 
the  plucking and eviscerating of the  unlucky wildfowl. 
Told them  hunting  stories. If a son was ever to  bond w ith 
his father, this was probably the  best way. It was through 
th is hunters’ fellowship th a t I got to  know  my dad, and 
th a t is how  he got to know  his dad. B lasting away at 
unsuspecting  wildlife was alm ost the  only ritual a father 
and son perform ed together. And we loved it.

If you find the  te rm  blasting away offensive, join the 
crowd.

W hen at last my bro ther and I w ere old enough, my 
dad relented and took us out hunting. This w ould hap
pen once every fall, usually in early October, around the 
tim e o f C anad ian  Thanksgiving. A m erican Thanksgiv
ing is inseparable in my m em ory from  n f l  and college 
football. C anadian Thanksgiving is scattered w ith  m em 
ories of th e  World Series and hun ting  w ith  our dad on 
the  side roads w est of Edmonton.

He m ust have m ade some sort of bargain w ith  him self
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and my m other that these trips were not about bringing 
hom e the  birds. They w ere all about a fa ther’s duty to 
his boys—to instruct them , to  tolerate their lapses w ith 
out losing his tem per, to  spend tim e w ith  them . Once 
we were on the  road, he seemed to relax and ease up on 
both  of us.

His shotgun was a twelve-gauge pum p th a t he had 
acquired in M elville, Saskatchewan, in the  late 1930s— 
som ething to do w ith  a poker debt. As the decades rolled 
by, th e  blueing on D ad’s gun  faded un til, by th e  tim e 
he was hunting  w ith  us, his gun had taken  on a dull sil
ver finish. It was a big, heavy w eapon w ith  a recoil pad, 
because it kicked like hell, and you had to  pum p m ight
ily w ith  your forw ard arm  to  get the  next shell into the 
breech.

O u r stra tegy  on these  h u n ts  w as to  drive th e  side 
roads searching for flights of ducks and checking out the  
ditches and fields for grouse and partridge. The w eather 
was often cold and sodden, or even snowy, so D ad’s Chevy 
was not only our transporta tion  but our refuge from  the 
elem ents. My brother probably bagged a few birds during 
these years, but I doubt th a t I ever shot anything.

O ur ca r had a radio. It w as World Series tim e. We 
would be driving very slowly dow n a gravel road, squint
ing into the  clover and the  w indbreaks on either side of 
the road; Dad would be lighting up or w arn ing  us against 
the  excesses of tobacco or both; the  score would be tied 
at tw o ru n s in the  second. Dad m ight spot a partridge 
tro ttin g  into the  stocks. He would slam  on the  brakes, 
and we w ould ease out of the  car, ram  som e shells into 
our guns, creep into the ditch, blast away at least enough
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to  send up a covey of partridge, re tu rn  to the w arm th  of 
the  car, and Duke Snider would have doubled. Dodgers 
up four to  two.

T here cam e to  be a new  presence in  o u r car, our 
good friend Mel Allen, the  announcer for the  New York 
Yankees. He had a resonant, gregarious voice th a t was 
buoyed by en thusiasm  and  baseball w isdom . He was 
such good com pany th a t even his com m ercials were 
engaging. Every inn ing  or so, he cued the  ads for Gil
lette Blue Blades. The soldierly advice in these ads was 
entirely adm irable, even for those o f us w ho did not yet 
shave: “Look sharp, feel sharp, be sharp.” This plan for 
success was som ehow  inseparable from  clim bing the  
corporate  ladder, spark ing  the  gals, and looking like 
M ickey M antle. And the  razor had evolved through the 
years from  a straight blade and a strop to  a safety razor 
w ith  its ow n m arching  band. By the  tim e I was ready 
to shoot my first grouse, G illette’s m ale chorus was pro
claim ing to  all the  world, “It’s adjustable and, m an, it’s 
new. b r a n d  n e w !”

I hope I’m  not the  only one who rem em bers those 
jingles.

In 1951, C anad ian  cu ltu re  d idn’t stand  a chance. In 
the  years th a t followed, I cheered  for the  Dodgers, the  
M ilw aukee Braves, the  G iants—anyone who m ight have 
a hope of beating  the  Yankees. W hen we w ere listening 
to  th e  ball gam es, w e w ere also w arm ing  up from  our 
last foray in to  the  blasting w inds. A nd th en  Dad o r Pete 
w ould spot a pond w ith  a few m allards feeding, asses 
raised to the  sky, m ooning us and our puny guns and our 
presum ptuous dream s of conquest, and w e’d be out there
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sending our pellets into the void. I don’t  th in k  we ever got 
entirely w arm ed up or ever heard an  en tire game.

Though hard  to  com e by, th e  grouse and  th e  ducks 
w ere great sport. The lunches M um  packed w ere great. 
The ball gam es w ere great. Inside or outside th e  car, it 
d idn’t m atter: life was one continuous adventure.

i n  t h e  f a l l  of 1954, Dad and  his hun ting  buddies 
chipped in fifty bucks apiece, bought a sm all hun ting  
cabin, and plopped it onto the  shores of Egg Lake, about 
tw enty  m iles n o rth  o f Edm onton. They had rented the 
land from  a farm er. T heir cabin was a one-room  shack 
w ith  a wood stove and four double bunks. The only light 
at night cam e from  gas lam ps, and  we had to  bring  our 
w ater from  tow n. T here was a biffy ou t back. It was a 
great pleasure on Sunday m ornings to  see Gerry W ilm ot 
sitting  on the  can  w ith  th e  biffy door open, reading 
his new spaper. He w as my fa ther’s p erfec t opposite— 
outgoing w hen my fa ther tu rn ed  shy, loud w hen my 
father was restrained, irreverent w hen my father was in 
his straitlaced mode. Mr. W ilm ot had brilliant silver hair, 
a great abundance of laughter, and a sm oker’s cough that 
functioned as our a larm  clock each morning.

O ne of Mr. W ilm ot’s con tribu tions to  th e  lodge’s 
decor w as a big poster of a young w om an stepping  
naked  from  her shower. She w as in n o cen t looking, 
blonde, dripping w et, w ith  a residue of soap bubbles on 
her neck and  shoulders, and for reasons m ysterious to  
me, she w ore a clueless, happy smile. W hy w ould som e
one all alone and  naked in  the  bathroom  be sm iling? I 
can’t rem em ber w hat the  ad was for. C igarettes? Tractor
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parts? But she was a beacon for adolescent yearning. It 
was difficult, beholding th e  gaze (okay, th e  breasts) of 
this sm iling girl, to  believe th a t sex could be evil. I m ean, 
th ere  was no question in my m ind th a t sex really was 
evil, but my beliefs, in the  presence of this fine example 
of contem porary realism , w ere severely tested.

W hen I ogled her on the  far wall of the  shack, I was 
dim ly aware th a t we were in m ale terrain , th a t this glori
ous vision had no place in  our house. But out here, where 
m en carried  guns, pissed in the  bushes, and  sought the 
predator w ith in , w here Mr. W ilm ot was a defining pres
ence, an  outlaw  world beckoned. The h u n tin g  at Egg 
Lake was so-so, but the  experience of being th ere  w ith  
my friends and our dogs and our dads was entirely to  my 
liking.

I was a v irgin in  any way th e  m etaphor could be 
deployed. I had never even shot a duck. I had potted  clay 
pigeons Mr. W illiam s launched w ith  his hand  launcher, 
and I dream ed of th e  day w hen I w ould join th e  older 
boys w ho had already been, as it were, blooded.

My in itia tion  into the  fellowship o f hun ters cam e 
around the  age of fourteen on a father-son hun ting  trip. 
My older brother would have been our designated young 
hunter, bu t for some reason I was chosen to  come along 
instead. It was th e  first tim e I had ever been tu rn ed  
loose on anyth ing  th a t had feathers w ith  anything more 
lethal th an  a bb  gun. I was given my older brother’s gun, 
a single-shot Cooey sixteen-gauge, and  a pocketful of 
shells. I w ore D ad’s old hun ting  jacket, the  brow n can
vas coat w ith  the  red wool lining, and a w orn hat of the 
sam e canvas m aterial.
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Early in th e  m orning  a brigade o f fathers and  sons 
drove in tw o vehicles to  a slough som ew here northeast 
of Edm onton. The land was ow ned by a farm er who was 
one of my d ad ’s custom ers, so we had his perm ission to 
shoot over his slough. Once we boys had been stationed 
along the  shore, hidden in the  cattails, ou r dads drove 
the  cars away from  the  area and w alked back to join us.

By the  luck of the  draw, I m ust have been placed in 
a flyway. M ost of the  ducks would have to  take off into 
the  w ind and  wheel over by m e to  reach the  best feed 
or pass my way to re tu rn  to  th e  w ater. No sooner had 
m y dad re tu rned  from  parking the car th an  I bagged my 
very first duck. I th in k  it was a gadw all, a sm all brow n
ish duck th a t looked like an  undersized  m allard  hen. 
M r. W illiam s’s dog, a sturdy old springer nam ed M ort, 
recovered my bird, and my father was jubilant.

There was a fair bit of bird traffic betw een our slough 
and  some others nearby, and  the  m en dropped a few 
more. And th en  cam e a m om ent of glory th a t eclipses 
the killing of my first duck. Some blue-winged teal cam e 
w histling right down the  slough in front of me, flying fast 
w ith  the  w ind, and I sw ung my gun  ahead of them  and 
fired. Two teal dropped. Old M ort h it the  w ater running. 
The m en w ent wild. I could im agine th em  w ondering 
w ho th is new  prodigy was, th is Deadeye Dick.

My friends would have none of it, of course, and they 
razzed m e w ithou t mercy. For a w hile I was know n as 
Two-Teal Carpy.

But w hen old M ort brought in  those tw o birds and 
dropped them  at his m aster’s boots, I w as th rilled  to 
th e  roots of my being. I had found som eth ing  I could



T h a t  G o o d  O l d  T i m e  ■ 19

do as well as the  o ther guys, and  on a slough northeast 
of Edm onton, my life seem ed to change. I was still the 
dream er w ho toddled along in  the  shadow of his sm arter, 
more athletic older brother, but by the  end of th a t day, I 
had dispatched five ducks.

Slough ducks, my dad called them . We sliced out 
their breasts, and M um  m arinated them  in  the  fridge for 
a day or two and roasted them  in the oven. I was in such 
a frenzy of accom plishm ent that it was some tim e before 
I realized th a t Dad and his hun ting  pals looked upon teal 
and gadwall w ith  some disdain.

For my seven teen th  birthday, my dad gave m e a 
sixteen-gauge shotgun, a cu t above the  Cooey single
shot. This was a R em ington W ingm aster, a pum p gun 
th a t was light enough for shooting p artridge w ithout 
blow ing th em  to  bits and  heavy enough for shooting 
C anada geese at reasonably close range. W hen a flock 
w ent over, you fired and pum ped, fired and pum ped, 
fired and pum ped out the  last expended shell. For a few 
seconds the  air smelled of bu rn t gunpowder. The mucky 
ro tten  arom a of m arshes, the  sharp  moldy scent of stub
ble fields, the cordite smell of b u rn t gunpowder. H unting 
w ith  Dad was always an  olfactory delight.

My W ingm aster was the  greatest gun I ever owned. 
M y friends had heavier guns, twelve-gauges and  occa
sionally  ten-gauge shotguns. Som e of th em  ow ned 
m ore p restig ious w eapons—B row ning sem iau tom at
ics, for example. Some of them  hun ted  w ith  European 
double-barreled shotguns w ith  engraved steel and beau
tifully carved stocks and butts. O ften they bagged more 
birds th an  I did, but I clung w ith  gorm less pride to my
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W ingm aster. I brought it out alm ost every fall for th irty- 
six years.

t h e  day c a m e  w hen Dad and M um  decided they could 
finally afford to  buy a cottage. The shack at Egg Lake 
passed into o ther hands, and in 1958, my parents bought 
a small lot at Ascot Beach on Lake W abam un. The fol
lowing year, Dad purchased th e  old dental clinic from  
a defunct air base at Edm onton’s M unicipal A irport. It 
was just an  em pty wood-frame building about the size of 
a large garage. It cost Dad five hundred  dollars for the  
building and a thousand dollars to  have it moved out to 
Ascot Beach, forty miles w est of Edmonton.

By th is  tim e I had finished high school. O u r hun t
ing trips took off from Ascot Beach to som ewhere in the 
parkland n o rth  of the  Yellowhead Highway. We always 
team ed up w ith  D ad’s friend M r. M assey and  his son, 
Bruce Jr., who, like me, was s ta rtin g  out at university. 
The fam ilies w ould gather at the  cottage on T hanksgiv
ing weekends. My m other and Mrs. M assey would spend 
the day gabbing and cooking the  big m eal, and the  males 
of bo th  households would head north  of the  Yellowhead 
for a day’s hunt. Sometim es we cam e upon ruffed grouse 
in the ditches filling their crops w ith  clover, or sharptails 
in  the  fields pecking at the  sw aths of w heat and barley. 
Som etim es w e encountered  a covey o f partridge; they 
were such fast fliers th a t they w ere nearly impossible to 
hit. O ne of Dad’s clients had a pheasant farm  som ewhere 
northw est of the lake, and the  farm  w ent under. All the 
rem aining stock was released into the  countryside, and
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we had a go at those as well. For the  m ost p art, the hunt
ing was pretty  good.

O ne fall, how ever, we drove th e  side roads and 
w alked th e  hedgerow s and  couldn’t find a bird w orth  
shooting. This is often the  fate of the  weekend hunter. If 
he doesn’t live w here he hunts, he is frequently unaw are 
o f th e  cycles of g row th  and  depletion th a t determ ine 
w hat is available for hunting. He walks for m iles in  his 
favorite beats, and if he sees any gam e birds at all, they 
are flushing out of range.

“Well,” said Mr. M assey on th a t day, “it’s just nice to 
get outdoors and do some w alking and breathe th a t good 
air.” We all nodded in agreem ent w ithou t the  slightest 
conviction.

“H ow ’d it go, h un ters?” my m other said w hen  we 
returned .

Long faces, shrugs, grunts.
“Well, nobody asked me how my day w ent,” said she.
T here  w as a fam ilia r sm ell co m in g  from  th e  

k itchen—I m ean, in addition  to  th e  arom a of roasting 
turkey. A w ild fragrance th a t we should have recognized. 
She had our attention.

“Well, I’m  glad you asked. M uriel and I were having a 
cup of tea, sitting right at th is table, w hen we heard  a big 
thum p on the  front window.”

She shot a thum b in the direction of the  thum p.
“W hat was it?”
She w ent over to  a sm all black roaster on the  stove, 

lifted the  lid.
“I don’t believe it,” said my dad.
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“My lord,” said Mr. Massey.
They were staring at a nicely done ruffed grouse.
“Seriously now,” said my m other, w ith  her flair for 

cheekiness, “how did the hun ting  go?"

t h e  id y l l  o f  father-son h u n tin g  was not to  last. A 
fa ther w an ts to  h u n t w ith  his sons forever, but how  
long can a son rem ain fixed in th a t supporting role? We 
w anted  to drive the  car and  call the  shots and prove to 
ourselves and  to  ou r fa ther th a t we w ere m uch m ore 
th an  just his boys.

For me the  split cam e in th e  fall of 1961, w hen we 
th ree  C arpenters and a couple of friends w ere hun ting  
sharptails and m allards out by the  Glory Hills. A fter a 
great deal of w alking, w e all re tu rn ed  to  th e  ca r for a 
d rink  and a snack. I was the  last to  re tu rn . By th en  there 
w ere six or seven boys and m en hunkered dow n by the  
vehicles. I leaned my shotgun against ou r ca r’s b u m 
per. My safety was on, bu t I still had tw o live shells in 
the  cham ber. I was gulping dow n some w ater w hen my 
father cam e up  to check on my gun.

“Is that th ing  still loaded?” he said.
I caught an  edge to his voice.

“Yes.”
“You’ve got a loaded gun leaning against the car?”
“The safety’s on,” I said.
“W hat the  hell do you th in k  you’re doing?” he said. 

My father w ould never use th e  w ord “hell” in  his boys’ 
range of hearing unless the  situation was p re tty  serious.

“W hat if a bird flew over our heads?” I said. “Like th is 
m orning.” Surely my logic was unassailable.



T h a t  G o o d  O l d  T i m e  • 23

Apparently not. W ith my brother and the o ther hunt
ers looking on, my fa ther lit in to  m e w ith  all th e  fury 
and sarcasm  at his com m and.

“O f a ll th e  lam e-b ra in ed , s tu p id  s tu n ts  to  p u ll,” he 
beg an , a n d  h is tira d e  co n tin u ed  u n til  h is lungs could  
hold  ou t no longer. I can ’t  rem em b er th e  w ords, b u t I can  
s till h ea r  th e  iam bic rh y th m  of h is m any  tirades. O f a l l  
th e  LAM E-brained s r u - p i d . . .

Clearly he had no second thoughts about hum iliating 
his son in  front of his friends and m ine, and he expected 
m e to  take it, as I always did. He m ust have know n, at 
least dimly, th a t we w ere all afraid of his tem per. The 
th in g  th a t galled me m ost, however, was th a t he was 
probably right. I had done a careless th ing  w ith  the  very 
g u n  he had bought m e for my birthday. I had let him  
down.

His ferocity, his sarcasm , my ignom iny w ere all too 
m uch. For maybe the first tim e in  my life, I yelled back 
at him , and he flinched. I don’t  rem em ber w hat I said. It 
would be tem pting  for m e to cast th is confrontation as 
my bad-tem pered father against his sensitive young son. 
The m ost disquieting fact to me, however, is the  way in 
w hich my counter-tirade m ust have replicated his own. It 
is never particularly com forting to discover that some of 
the  flaws th a t bo thered me about my parents have resur
faced in  me.

t h e  l a s t  t i m e  I hunted w ith  Dad was about a decade 
later, in  O ctober of 1971. There m ight have been a trace 
of atonem ent in it, at least for me. By th en  he’d had a bad 
heart attack  and carried  his nitro  w herever he w ent. His
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angina was especially touchy in the cold weather, and he 
puffed and w heezed w hen he walked any distance.

H u n tin g  a ro u n d  E dm onton  had ch an g ed  for Dad 
and his friends. They could no longer pop over to  Cam- 
rose or dow n to  M undare for a quick shoot. They had 
to  head  alm ost all th e  way to  th e  S askatchew an  bor
der. T h is  w as a ro u n d  th e  tim e  th a t  A lb erta  p rem ie r 
Peter Lougheed was sending out press releases and giv
ing speeches alluding to  the  province’s em barrassm ent 
of riches. O il rigs do tted  th e  countryside, and  A lberta 
was in one of its periodic boom s. Edm onton and  its sat
ellites had expanded into the  countryside w ith  merciless 
speed. The g reat flights of m allards th a t I had seen as 
a boy w ere a rarity, at least w here I lived and hunted . 
But one Sunday evening w hen Ian  Pitfield, Terry Myles, 
and  I w ere com ing back from  a h u n tin g  trip  up no rth , 
we noticed a huge flock of m allards pitching into a large 
w eedy slough, w hich was su rrounded  by barley sw ath. 
There was no evidence of hunters around, so we asked 
the  farm er w hether w e could re tu rn  to hun t on his land. 
He w as only  too  happy to  see som eone drive o ff th e  
birds, so I took dow n his num ber and  prom ised to  get 
back to him.

It tu rn ed  out th a t my hunting  pals were busy, bu t this 
location looked ready-made for my dad and  me. There 
was good cover dow n by the  slough, and  th a t m eant no 
pits to dig. But w here w ould we bunk  the  n ight before 
the shoot? There w asn’t a hotel w ith in  twenty-five miles.

“Are you sure about the  location?” my dad said.
“I’m  positive,” I said.
“And you’ve got perm ission.”
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“O f course,” I piped up. “I've just ta lked  w ith  the 
farm er on the phone, and he says the slough is ours. The 
birds are still there.”

“You’re sure.”
“Positive.”
My dad had an idea. He would ask Richie Goosen to 

com e along and to  bring his truck  w ith  the  big r v  in  tow. 
Goosen’s tra iler had plenty of room  for the  th ree  of us, 
and there  was a bathroom  w ith  a flush toilet. We could 
m ake breakfast over a propane stove, and best of all, we 
could w alk from  the  tra iler to the  edge of the  slough in 
five or ten  m inutes.

It tu rn ed  out to  be a p re tty  good plan. W hen we 
arrived  in the  evening there  w ere thousands of ducks, 
mostly no rthern  m allards, fattened up on farm ers’ grain. 
G oosen parked his big r v  on a rise above the  slough 
am ong a grove of aspens and a thick belt of berry  bushes. 
We were close enough to the birds to  observe them  w ith 
out scaring them  off. The w eather was w arm  for October. 
It would be nippy in the  m orning, w ith  a tinge of frost, 
but the  sun would w arm  things up for us as the  m orning 
progressed. We decided to  walk the th ree  hundred yards 
or so to the  edge of the  big slough, fan out, and  hide in 
the  willows, cattails, and bulrushes th a t grew  in great 
clum ps well out from the  w ater’s edge.

Richie was a great ro tund  bald m an w ith  a boom ing 
voice and  an unflappable regard for his ow n opinions. 
He w as a m illionaire several tim es over, a handym an 
and a civil engineer, and he ow ned both  a construction 
com pany and  a sm all d rilling  outfit. But he was a blow- 
hard, and my m other loathed the sight of him . Dad had
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always defended Richie, and  my m other did her best to 
go along w ith  it. Dad had been his broker, w hich m eant 
th a t there  had been a healthy bit of symbiosis going on 
betw een  them . Goosen, I im agine, was the  sort of busi
ness dynam o th a t m ade the  A lberta economy tick during 
those years. I th in k  Dad adm ired h im  for his en trep re
neuria l energy and his great op tim ism . W henever he 
landed a big contract or struck  oil up  in the  Swan Hills 
or som ew here w est of Red Deer, he passed cigars around. 
But by the  1970s, w hen Dad had at last retired , Richie 
had acquired a tendency to  bully my father. This was 
painful to watch, because my father was in  shaky physi
cal condition and  looked a lot older th a n  I’d ever seen 
him  before.

The sun had not yet risen  w hen w e stum bled out of 
Goosen’s trailer. We headed tow ard the  slough together 
for a m inute or tw o, th en  spread out w ith  Dad in  the 
center so th a t he w ould have th e  shortest d istance to 
w alk, G oosen on the  left flank, and  m e on the  right. I 
w alked fast because I w anted  to  be sure I was lying in 
good cover before the  m allards began to move. I d idn’t 
w ant to be the  one to  scare off the  first flight of birds.

The light th a t heralds the  sun a few m inutes before 
it rises through the  m ist is the  color of clear tea. If you 
look through the  bulrushes and focus your attention  just 
above th e  m ist and listen hard  for the  w histle of wings, 
you m ight just see the  first flight of m allards rising out of 
the  marsh.

A small flight appeared in  front of me, skim m ing the 
calm  surface of the w ater and heading my way. I w aited
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till they were alm ost upon me, and then  I rose up, sw ung 
my shotgun just ahead of the  lead bird, and fired. It spun 
in to  th e  w ater a few yards to  my right. T hen  a whole 
g reat raft of m allards quacked in to  the  air and flew in 
front of us, over us, to  the  left and  right and behind us 
till the  air was w histling  w ith  th e  sound of their wings, 
and we fired again, all of us, one after the other, whump, 
whump, whump-whump, into the  mayhem. It was quite a 
m om ent. It is always quite a m om ent.

I waded in  and collected my first m allard and looked 
back to  see w here a second one had fallen. T hat’s w hen 
I saw my father, stand ing  halfw ay betw een  G oosen’s 
trailer and the  m arsh.

“Come on dow n,” I cried  to  him . “It’s b e tte r dow n 
here.”

“It’s okay,” he called back. “I’m  fine up here.”
I retrieved my o ther duck and saw Richie retrieve one 

as well.
“Won’t  the  ducks see you up there?” I cried to Dad.
“I’m  just fine here,” he said again.
It occurred  to  m e th a t he d idn’t  w an t to  com e any 

closer to  th e  m arsh because he w ould have too far to 
w alk back up the  hill to the  trailer. His angina would not 
allow this sm all liberty. W hile Goosen and I w ere th ink
ing about ducks, my father was th ink ing  about mortality.

As th e  m orn ing  progressed, th e  ducks flew higher 
and higher, and by the  tim e they passed over my father’s 
head, they were out of range. He got off a few shots, but 
he d idn’t do any dam age. I had a sinking feeling that my 
dad m ight never shoot ano ther duck.
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at s u p p e r  t h a t  night in G oosen’s tra ile r w e had a 
rousing discussion about the  hunters’ quarry. The best I 
can do is a ttem pt to reconstruct the  last p a rt of our con
versation. I am  working w ith  the rawest of m aterials. My 
fa ther’s th in  voice, his frequent need to clear his throat. 
G oosen’s resonan t bellow, his glowing p ink  pate. My 
presence in this discussion as the  self-appointed natu ral
ist and bleeding heart.

We had  shot a dozen o r so m allards. M y fa ther 
claim ed th a t this flock was the  biggest he’d seen in quite 
a few years.

“Not as m any birds around,” he said.
“Oh,” said G oosen, “th ere’s lots a birds around. You 

just have to  drive farther to  get them .”
“Not so m any pintails,” my father said. “Canvasbacks.” 
“The pintails are in decline,” I said, and  I told them  

about a wildfowl census report I had read. The decline 
had som ething to  do w ith  new  cultivating techniques. 
The pintail nests in  the  fields were getting  plowed under 
each spring.

“T here’s lots of p in tails,” said G oosen. “I seen some 
last week over by Drayton.”

“N ot like it used to  be,” said my dad. “Ten, fifteen 
years ago, w e’d always com e back w ith  a few pintails. 
There was a m ating pair last spring at the  cottage. P retti
est birds in flight you ever saw.”

“Not bad eating, either,” said Goosen.
“And look at the  driving w e did yesterday to  find these 

m allards,” said my father. “We never had to drive th is far 
before.”
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“So we drive a little farther. Gas is cheap.”
“I’d hate  to th in k  w hat th is place will be like w hen 

w e’ve destroyed th e  best m arshes and w iped ou t all 
th e  ducks,” said my father. “The fall w on’t be th e  fall 
anym ore.”

“Way you shot today, Paul,” said Goosen, “th ere’s no 
w orry about lack a birds.”

My dad tried  to  laugh it off, but it seemed to  m e that 
th is was a low blow. After the  first hour of shooting, my 
dad had simply given up.

“H ere’s to  m any m ore of these shoots,” said Goosen, 
and now the  w hiskey was beginning  to  proclaim  itself 
and he was yelling. “Because dam m it, Paul, we’ll always 
have ducks to  shoot. P intails, m allards, o r w hatever. 
Because no way in the  world could we w ipe out these 
critters. Too m any of em. You don’t  believe those gov- 
m in t reports, do you, David? I’m  surprised  you’d get 
taken in by that.”

“W hen there  w ere scads of p ra irie  chicken,” I said, 
“th a t’s w hat they used to say.”

“There’s lots a chicken,” said Goosen.
“There’s sharptails,” I replied, pedant to  the  last. “But 

w hat about the  p innated grouse?”
“The w hat?” said Dad and Goosen simultaneously. 
“The pinnated grouse is the  true  prairie chicken. Used 

to be lots of them  dow n on the  prairie till we destroyed 
their habitat. Now they’re extinct in  Canada."

“T hat’s just w hat I m ean,” shouted Goosen. “Gov-mint 
propaganda. They w an t us to  th in k  th a t so’s they can 
shut us down anytim e they feel like it.”
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But I would not be shouted down. Even though I was 
getting tight on Goosen’s excellent Scotch and sleeping in 
his sum ptuous trailer, I would not be cajoled in to  agree
ing w ith  him . I was d ru n k  on my ow n pedantic wisdom.

“W hen the  herds of buffalo darkened th e  p rairie ,” I 
said, “w hen the  great flocks of w hooping cranes black
ened the  skies, th a t’s just w hat they used to  say.”

“Useta say w hat?” snapped Goosen.
I quoted h im  w ord for word. “No way in the world 

could we wipe out these critters.” I paused to  see if my par
ody of G oosen’s words had struck  the  target. My father 
w inked m errily at me. “But w here are the  buffalo now? 
W here are the  w hooping cranes?”

“Gone w ith  the dodo birds,” said my father.
“W hat in the  hell is a dodo bird?” said Goosen, who 

by th is tim e m ust have realized th a t he was o u tn u m 
bered by Carpenters.

a f t e r  t h a t  day  my dad quit hunting, and he began 
to  seek out th e  birds w ith  his binoculars and  to  build 
birdhouses out at the  lake. His journals all th rough  the  
1970s and 1980s are filled w ith  observations of w eather 
and birds. H e becam e a yearly co n tribu to r to  Ducks 
Unlim ited. So have I.

Ducks U nlim ited . Sounds like R ichie G oosen’s ver
sion of reality, doesn’t  it? We w ould not need  th is 
excellent organization  if duck populations across the  
Great Plains were once again healthy and  unthreatened. 
But the  p in tail is now  disappearing  from  th e  prairies. 
You have to  drive to  sou thern  A lberta, N orth  Dakota, 
or southw estern  British Colum bia to  see flocks in  any
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num bers. W ith  its chocolate-brow n head, long slender 
neck, and long tapering tail feathers, the  m ale pintail is 
the  m ost elegant duck I’ve ever seen.

The m allards are w ith  us yet. The drakes are decked 
out brighter th an  Little R ichard. Yellow beak, orange 
feet, dark  blue feathers on light brow n wings, opalescent 
g reen head w ith  a w hite collar and  a chestnut-colored 
breast. They can m ake their nests in beaver dam s, river 
valleys, city parks, even sewage lagoons, but their num 
bers are well dow n from that good old tim e in  the  1950s.

The huge flocks of whooping cranes that were said to 
darken the  prairie skies are just a rural m yth. The great 
w hite cranes had a stable population in  th e  p resettle
m ent days, but they were never that abundant. However, 
evidence suggests that they m ight be com ing back from 
near-extinction. It depends w hich year they are counted.

The dodo of M auritius was w iped out by hunters. 
Not even a single reliable specim en of the  dodo remains. 
We have only a few preserved fragm ents o f its skeleton 
throughout the  world and a few drawings done by rank 
am ateurs.

The im age th a t brings m e back to  Richie G oosen’s 
tra iler m ore th an  thirty-five years ago is th a t w ink  my 
father gave me. I cherish it to th is day.

I have been cherishing a lot of my past lately, rolling 
around  in nostalg ia for a good old tim e w hen blasting 
away at birds w ith  a shotgun  was considered an  in n o 
cen t pastim e. But h u n tin g  has com e u n d er fire these  
days for th e  best and  w orst o f reasons, and  grappling 
w ith  som e of th o se  reasons is one o f my m otives for 
w riting  this book.
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Sport hun ting  is in decline in N orth  A m erica. So is 
subsistence hunting. Sport fishing is in  decline. O ut
door activity in general is in decline. The m ore we talk  
about the  environm ent, the  less we see of it. Says N ich
olas T hrockm orton, a spokesm an for the  U.S. Fish and 
W ildlife Service, “W hat w e re  seeing am ong young peo
ple is, in  a phrase, na tu re  deficit disorder.” T here are 
som e exceptions to th is general tren d —my ow n prov
ince of Saskatchewan, for example, w here the  num bers 
of hunters have increased in  recent years—but I cannot 
quite decide w hether this increase in hun ting  activity is 
a good thing.

I never asked such questions w hen  I was a young 
hunter. The problem  w ith  innocence, of course, is its 
b lindness to  the  m oral im plications of o u r acts. The 
problem  w ith  th a t good old tim e is th a t it is gone, and 
I am  left to w onder just how good it was. We live on  an  
im periled planet in w hich hum anity  sw arm s all over the 
ea rth , com prom ising th e  land as it goes, the  w ater, the  
air, the  very clim ate at the  d is tan t poles like a m etas
tasizing cancer. W hatever escapes getting  tam ed by us 
gets consum ed by us.

Nevertheless, w hen I exam ine deer tracks or grouse 
tracks in  the  snow, these th ings still aw aken in me: the 
slight increase in  heartbeat; the  riveted a tten tion ; the  
aw areness o f sounds and  sm ells; the  p a tien t, highly 
focused scanning of the  bush around me. I am  driven to 
ponder w here this response comes from, and th a t is w hat 
the  next chapter is about. But before we plunge into the 
ancient origins of hunting, I have to  say this: cherishing 
the  ac t of hun ting  for w ild an im als has becom e m ore
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and  m ore difficult for me. My m em ories of the  th rill of 
the  hunt are tem pered m ore and m ore w ith  regret. If Bill 
W atson were around to hear my confessions, th a t is w hat 
I would tell him .
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M ea t ea tin g  helped m a ke  us w h a t w e are in a physical as 

well a s a social sense. U nder the pressure o f  the hunt, 

anthropologists tell us, the h u m a n  brain grew  in size and  com plexity , 

and  around  the hearth  w here the spoils o f  the h u n t w ere cooked  

a n d  then  apportioned, h um an  cu ltu re  firs t flourished. 

M i c h a e l  p o l l a n ,  The Omnivore’s Dilemma

I h a v e  o f t e n  wondered where my sense of urgency for the 
hunt came from. I suppose it came from my father, because 

he nurtured it in me. Or, genetically speaking, it came from 
his father, who loved to drive a buggy to the outskirts of 
Regina and shoot sharptails during the first quarter of the 
twentieth century. Or, more to the point, because we are talk
ing about urgency, it came from my mother’s dad, Artie Parkin, 
founder of the Saskatoon Straight Shooters, circa 1920 to 
1940, a club for m en to teach youngsters how to handle guns 
and hunt wild game. My dad and his Edmonton friends were 
keeners, but Artie Parkin was said to be obsessed.

Not only do I w onder w hat woodsy legacy brought my 
father and me from  Edm onton to Richie Goosen’s trailer
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to hun t m allards in O ctober of 1971; I w onder w hat his
torical phenom ena m ade it likely that fathers in  A lberta 
would buy firearm s for their sons and  take them  hunting. 
I can see this paternal legacy being passed on from gen
eration to generation in  settlem ents up no rth  am ong the 
Cree and Dene hunters, but we were middle-class w hite 
folks, and  M r. Noaks, our friend the  butcher, provided 
us w ith  all the  m eat we needed to get through the  winter.

My quest for answers to these questions has sent m e a 
long way from Edm onton, Alberta. It began in Scotland, 
in May of 1970, w ith  a conversation I had w ith  a wom an 
w ho was a hun ter herself and a m em ber of th e  English 
gentry. We w eren’t  hunting, but we were both  guests at 
a gentlem an’s hun ting  lodge in n o rth ern  Scotland. She 
was talk ing to  me about the  grouse, deer, and pheasants 
th a t people over there  hun ted  each fall. The conversa
tion featured the usual differences in nom enclature. We 
hunted  bucks, for example, w hich they called stags. And 
we hunted  pheasants w ithout using gillies o r beaters.

“And we don’t hunt pheasants—we shoot them ,” said 
she.

“W hat’s the  difference?”
“W ell,” she said, “one doesn’t  visualize oneself skulk

ing through the  bushes to shoot a pheasant.” C lutching 
an im aginary shotgun, she w ent into w hat I thought was 
a provocative crouch. I th in k  she m ight have been going 
for Yosemite Sam in pursuit of Daffy Duck. “I m ean, you 
people, you seem to  fancy th a t sort of thing.”

She seem ed to be calling  upon cen tu ries o f cu ltu ra l 
superiority  to  m ake her point. W hen she and her tribe 
did а-hunting go, they stood in a designated shooting area
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w aiting for the  pheasants to be released by the  thousands. 
A fter th e  gam ekeeper’s big release, th e  beaters w ould 
keep the  pheasants flying until the  affair was over. The 
skulking th rough  the  bushes in  search of pheasants was 
th e  job of th e  dogs and  th e  h irelings. This d istinc tion  
betw een hunting  and shooting is an  im portan t one. You 
m ight say th a t this exchange betw een the  lady and me at 
least suggests, if not encapsulates, the  history o f hunting.

W hen w e take a look at the  lady’s ancestry, or indeed 
my ow n—I m ean around tw o m illion years ago, at the  
tim e of the  first tru e  hum ans, Homo habilis (“handy 
m an”), so nam ed because these hom inids had learned 
to use stone tools—we discover th a t as a species we had 
evolved into gatherers, scavengers, and occasional hunt
ers. W ithout a h in t of apology, w e skulked around  in 
the  bushes looking for food. The m uch-debated hunting 
hypothesis of hum an origins cam e from  scientific ru m i
nations on the  rem ains of these people. The theory  goes 
th a t w hen one b ranch  of apes learned  to  w ield (throw, 
swing, carve) w eapons to  kill their prey, they w ere able 
to  tu rn  away from  a d iet of fru it and  vegetation  and 
becom e successful carnivores. Thus, they  ceased to  be 
apes and took the road to  hum anity. H unting separated 
them  from  the  lower orders of apes; hunting  m ade them  
hum an. This theory  of m an as killer ape, however, has 
not gone uncontested  over the  last few decades. Indeed, 
as far as researchers have been  able to  discover, the  
an im als these early  hum ans ate w ere probably m ore 
scavenged th an  hunted dow n and killed.

If we ex am in e  th e  d ie ta ry  ev idence o f h o m i
nids a m ere m illion or so years ago, we discover th a t
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hun ting  for food has begun to  com plem ent scavenging 
as a source of food. Presumably, our Homo habilis had 
learned  a g reat deal about predators during  th e ir m il
lennia as scavengers: how to  find the  kill sites, w hen to 
scavenge and  w hen not to  scavenge, how  to  avoid the 
predators, and perhaps even how  to  defend them selves 
against these  creatu res th a t som etim es left th e ir food 
sources unguarded. The sam e d ietary  evidence, however, 
indicates th a t p lants are still the  m ajor food source for 
our gatherer-hunters.

By the  tim e the  skills of these hom inids allowed them  
to  take th e  offensive and hun t large m am m als, they had 
evolved into bigger, stockier beings—“erectines,” as the  
paleoanthropologists call them . (Homo erectus is the  
variant we have come to know best.) The erectines, w ith  
th e ir ever-more sophisticated stone tools, pursued  the 
great m igrations o f large anim als from  the  A frican con
tinen t to the  Eurasian continent approxim ately 7 0 0 ,0 0 0  
years ago. Like the  great predator cats, they pursued ele
phants, hoofed anim als, hippos, and  sm aller m am m als 
simply because they were an  abundant food source.

O ne of the  m ost evolved branches deriving from  the 
erectines was the  N eanderthals, who hunted  in Europe 
until about 3 5 ,0 0 0  years ago. They constitu te the  least 
fo rtu n a te  b ranch  of the  hum an  fam ily (Homo sapiens 
neanderthalensis). They w ere probably not blessed w ith  
the  genetic m akeup to survive the  last great ice age to its 
conclusion, and they becam e extinct.

A nother branch of Homo sapiens em erged as the  dom 
in an t species, w hat we, in  our vanity, like to  th in k  of 
as the  end result of erectine evolution. This em ergence
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began som ew hat before the  last g reat ice age, perhaps 
as early  as 1 4 0 ,0 0 0  years ago. T hese ancestors too 
w ere gatherer-hunters and  are  though t to be ana tom i
cally m odern hum an beings. They are not credited w ith  
inventing fire, but th e ir use of fire was so w idespread 
that it cam e to define them  as the  m odern hum ans who 
survived the  last great ice age. They continued to  evolve 
and flourish through the  late Paleolithic age (the classic 
stone age) right up to the  advent of agriculture.

Their period as consum m ate hunters reached a peak 
around the  end of the  late Paleolithic age, w hich saw the 
rise of th e  Cro-M agnons. They w ere the  big-game hun t
ers of Europe. M uch like the  d iet of m odern  caribou 
hunters of the  C anadian  N orth , m ore th an  ha lf of their 
food was m eat. These ancien t cold-w eather survivors, 
th e  Cro-M agnons, m anaged to  m ain ta in  populations 
all over Europe and n o rth ern  Asia and  later in N orth  
Am erica. The quarry  was large m am m als—m am m oths, 
horses, buffalo, and  caribou. And as th e  availability of 
big-game anim als began to  d im inish , th e  ingenuity  of 
the  hunters appears to  have increased.

I am  talk ing  about the  M esolithic age, from  approx
im ately 2 0 ,0 0 0  to  9 ,0 0 0  в с . This is th e  age during  
w hich agricu lture began to develop in isolated pockets 
around the  M iddle East. But un til agriculture took over 
as the  m ajor source of food for tribal societies all over 
the  world, including N orth  A m erica, hun ting  becam e 
increasingly high-tech. The hunters of the  M esolithic era 
had learned, over the  m illennia, to hun t in groups and 
to  deploy w eapons such as spears and, later, bows and 
arrows.
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H unting historians who reach the  Neolithic age m ust 
surely lapse in to  m elancholia, because they  are  th en  
forced to concede th a t hun ting  for subsistence is losing 
its chic. A round 1 0 ,0 0 0  в с , the  populations of the  tribal 
units on several continents had grow n considerably. This 
population  g row th  coincided w ith  th e  end of the  ice 
age. W ith  m ore m ouths to  feed, tribal groups tu rn ed  
to  grow ing plants and corralling  h itherto  w ild anim als. 
The agricultural revolution took over as mercilessly as a 
sw arm  of M cD onald’s franchises. H unting  and gather
ing could support one person per ten  square miles. But 
the  farm ing  and  an im al husbandry  th a t characterized  
Neolithic agricu lture could support about one hundred 
tim es th a t m any people.

W ith  the  obvious success of advanced hun ting  tech
niques, and w ith  the disappearance of traditional habitat 
ow ing to the  end o f the  ice age, the  great m am m als that 
had fed populations of Homo sapiens for so long w ent 
extinct. From dietary  evidence gathered at tribal sites of 
the  Neolithic age, we can  see a dram atic shift from  m eat 
to w heat, barley, legum es, fru it, and nuts. For hum ans, 
the age of the  Big M eat was relatively short, lasting from 
about 3 5 ,0 0 0  в с  to  perhaps as late as 1 0 ,0 0 0  в с . There 
were some big exceptions to  th is trend , Aboriginal hunt
ers on th e  G reat P lains and  in  n o rth e rn  C anada and 
Alaska being am ong them .

There is som e strong evidence th a t th is radical shift 
from  m eat to gra ins and  fru it in  the  N ear East, W est
ern  Europe, no rthern  Asia, and scattered parts of Africa 
p recip ita ted  a  w idespread decline in  h u m an  health . 
C om m unicable diseases sprang up, and  w ith  th e  drop
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in  iron levels, anem ia and osteoporosis proliferated. The 
height of early N eolithic peoples declined by about four 
inches from  th a t of the  hun ting  tribes of the  late Paleo
lithic age, and poorer nu trition  seems to be at the  heart 
of th is decline.

And so hunting, this tim e for sm aller gam e anim als, 
continued along the  fringes of m any tribal groups like 
a counterculture. In Israel, from  the  H akkarm el burial 
sites, archaeologists have un earth ed  a stone-age cu lture 
from  about 1 2 ,0 0 0  в с . These people, th e  N atufians, 
were hunter-gatherers until they collided w ith  the  agrar
ian  and herd ing  cultures. By the  tim e o f M oses, circa 
1250 в с , the  N atufian hunters had been w iped out.

As far as w e can tell, th is seems to  have been the  fate 
o f m ost, th o u g h  c e rta in ly  n o t all, h u n tin g  cu ltu re s  
throughout the world. In the Near East, around 12 ,000  вс, 
h un ters began to corral gazelles for later consum ption. 
In Syria, betw een  11,000 and 1 0 ,0 0 0  в с , th e  d iet rad i
cally shifted  from  w ild gazelles to  dom esticated  goats 
and  sheep. By about 8 5 0 0  в с , th is  sh ift w as com plete. 
A round 7 0 0 0  в с , in w hat is now  M exico, deer hun ting  
and  seasonal p lant gathering  gave way to m aize cultiva
tion. In South A m erica, evidence suggests th a t A ndean 
tribes cultivated  w ild p lan ts as early as 5 0 0 0  в с . A gri
cu ltu re  spread widely a fte r it took  hold in th is region, 
and hunter-gatherers began to trade w ild m eat for beans, 
maize, and potatoes. The spread of agriculture stopped in 
the  far south, w here grow ing seasons were short.

In  large areas of th e  N ear East, C h ina , T hailand , 
M eso-America, and  N orth  Africa and parts of southern  
Africa, hunter-gatherers and agrarians m anaged to live
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side-by-side and  trade w ild gam e for plants. W henever 
w ild gam e and  seasonal p lants becom e scarce, however, 
hunter-gatherers inevitably w ould becom e dependen t 
on agrarians. The agrarian  cultures grow  as their lands 
grow, and the  hunter-gatherer tribes tend to shrink.

As grasses and grains began to  flourish at th e  end of 
th e  last great ice age and  spread th roughout the  world, 
the  agrarian  way of life began to dom inate, resulting in 
th e  fall of hunting. The agrarian  m ode gained m om en
tu m  w hen it becam e clear th a t hun ting  and gathering, 
and the  nom adic life th a t w ent w ith  it, was an  arduous 
and doom ed existence.

By about a d  1500, hunter-gatherers still re ta ined  a 
hold on about one-th ird  o f th e  w orld’s land m ass (Aus
tra lia , th e  n o rth w este rn  h a lf of N orth  A m erica, the  
southernm ost p a rt of South Am erica, isolated regions in 
central and southern  Africa, and scattered parts of Asia). 
But the  agrarian  producers had expanded at a steady rate 
and com m anded the  best soil and land for growing and 
for horticu ltu re , and they had access to  the  best water. 
The rem aining hunters were frequently stigm atized and 
m arginalized until at last they were seen as the  enemy.

The hunter-gatherers w ho began colonizing N orth  
A m erica, however, from  about 1 2 ,0 0 0  to  11 ,000  в с , 
w ere probably m ore fo rtu n a te  th a n  o th e r nom adic 
h u n tin g  cu ltu res in  th e ir  choice of h u n tin g  grounds. 
According to recent theories, they m ight have been p re
ceded by a contingent of hunters who first settled on the 
islands of the W est Coast around 15 ,000  years ago. But 
the  largest, m ost prolific colonists are believed to  have 
descended from Alaska along a newly opened corridor,



4 2 A h u n t e r ' s  C O N F E S S I O N

freed from  ice, as though eternal spring had at last been 
declared.

The first of these people arrived about 11,000 в с  at 
the northw esternm ost extension of the  G reat Plains and 
gathered, yes, around my hom etow n of Edm onton. Well, 
it w asn’t quite Edm onton back th en . T he g reat h u n t
ers descending from  the  Bering land bridge and Alaska 
would search for evidence of Wayne Gretzky in vain. But 
in that place where, as a young m an, I began to w onder 
w here my dad and  I had acquired such an  avid taste  for 
the  hunt, the  first pioneers gathered and m ultiplied, and 
their new found success had m uch to  do w ith  hunting.

In Guns, Germs, and Steel, Jared D iam ond tells us 
that, at this tim e, the  N orth  A m erican West looked like 

“A frica’s Serengeti P la in s . . . w ith  herds of elephants 
and horses pursued by lions and cheetahs, and joined 
by m em bers of such exotic species as cam els and g iant 
ground sloths.” The great w ealth  of Clovis sites tells us 
th a t these huge m am m als w ere hun ted  w ith  bow  and 
arrow  and w ith  impressively large spears. Indeed, the 
bulkier, m ore exotic m am m als w ere hun ted  to  ex tinc
tion. The Clovis hunters continued to follow their quarry  
southw ard into the  Am ericas, and as the  largest o f the  
m am m als began to  disappear, various groups of hunter- 
gatherers evolved into agricultural com m unities.

This evolution of agricu ltural settlem ents was m od
est and very slow, because in vast areas of the  Am ericas, 
such as the  G reat Plains, there  was a lot of buffalo and 
not m uch of an  incentive to  move on from  hun ting  and 
gathering. H unting  cu ltu res persisted  in to  th e  age of
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the  railroad. For about ten  thousand  years, th e ir m ain 
quarry  was the  bison. Liz Bryan, in  The Buffalo People, 
put it th is way:

Seldom in the history of the Earth has a single ani
mal species had such drastic influence on humanity. 
W ithout the bison, it is doubtful if people could 
have existed at all on the arid plains; certainly not 
in the way that they did. For the bison was much 
more than  a food source; its hide provided shelter, 
clothing, shoes, bedding and blankets; its bones 
were made into tools for shaping stone, scraping 
hides, working leather and for sewing; its sinews 
and hair were tw isted into cordage; its horns, blad
der, paunch and scrotum were used as containers; 
its dried dung was indispensable as fuel on the tree
less plains. Tied inexorably to the movements of 
the wild h e rd s . . . the people became nomads, fol
lowing the source of their sustenance in daily and 
seasonal cycles from the high plains in sum m er to 
the shelter of the foothills and valleys in winter. If 
the herds prospered, the people prospered; when 
the herds failed, the people starved.

b r y a n  r e c o u n t s  t h a t  the  bison occupied a central 
role in the  mythology of the  people w ho lived off these 
an im als. In th e ir creation  stories, the  buffalo w as an  
object o f w orship as th e  u ltim ate source of life. These 
stories constituted a kind of oral scripture th a t included 
tales of people and bison in term arry ing , w hich seemed
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to suggest a m utual ancestry  o f th e  tw o species and 
th e  all-encom passing symbiosis betw een  hum ans and 
buffalo. Just as th e  hun ting  peoples of th e  Far N orth  
m aintained a strong spiritual connection to  the  caribou, 
so the hunting peoples of the G reat Plains were strongly 
connected to  the  buffalo.

It is tem pting to w onder if, out of this bison-centered 
religion, a conservation eth ic m ight have come into play. 
Like all the  em erging hun ting  peoples of the  world, the 
people of the  northw estern  plains killed as m any buffalo 
as they needed to feed their hungry. Unlike the  great ice 
age m am m als th a t were hunted  to  extinction , however, 
the  great herds of buffalo seem ed to go on  and  on into 
e tern ity—as though the  anim als and th e ir hunters had 
struck  som e sort of balance. At th e ir  peak, the  bison 
were said to num ber fifty to  sixty m illion anim als.

O n the  G reat Plains, for perhaps ten  m illennia, the  
people hunted  buffalo on foot w ith  spears, atlatls, and 
bows and arrow s. They would frequently  h u n t in large 
groups on the  prairie above river valleys, first alarm ing 
the  great bison then  driving them  over the  edges of steep 
inclines know n as buffalo jumps. At the  bottom  of these 
jumps, the  foot soldiers, m en and w om en, w aited to kill 
and butcher the crippled anim als. W here there were no 
river valleys or steep coulees, the  hunters built buffalo 
pounds in dips and declivities in  the prairie. Above these 
walled-in corrals m ade o f stone, th e  m en and w om en 
w ould pile rocks on bo th  sides of the  ru n  to guide the  
bison tow ard the  pound, w hich th e  an im als could not 
see. The hunters th en  drove th e  an im als in to  a w ild
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stam pede, and some of them  would ru n  into the pound 
and be slaughtered by w aiting  hunters w ith  bows and 
arrow s. A pound could contain  tw o or th ree  dozen ani
mals. The w eapons were like m in ia tu re longbows, some 
of them  less th an  th ree  feet long, tillered from  choke- 
cherry  trees, green ash, maple, and  even th e  tru n k s of 
saskatoon berry  bushes.

T his k ind  of h u n tin g  w as dangerous, especially  
driving the  bison, w hich was done on foot. The drives 
suddenly becam e m ore efficient w hen horses w ere in tro
duced from  the  south, about a cen tu ry  afte r Columbus 
m ade first contact. Horses did not reach th e  northw est
ern  plains in  any num bers, however, un til around the 
end of the  seventeenth  century. By a process of tribal 
rivalries and  trad ing  by A boriginal groups, the  horses 
m ade their way north  to the  C anadian prairie.

It was prim arily the  Shoshones, kin to  the  Com anche, 
who brought the  horses n o rth  as part o f th e ir conquest 
o f th e  G reat Plains. For a long tim e, the  Shoshones, 
and their greatest allies the  Crows, w ere the  dom inant 
tribe  on the  cen tral and  n o rth ern  prairie. Their horses 
w ere first deployed in the buffalo hunt, but by the early 
eigh teen th  century , they  w ere en listed  in battle. The 
Shoshones, w ith  their m ounted warriors, presented such 
a terrify ing  spectacle that they sent the  Cree and Black- 
foot no rth  in droves.

The Cree and Blackfoot d idn’t  take long to  acquire 
horses and learn  to ride them . They took even less tim e 
to  trade their goods for m uskets, m etal tools, and other 
w eapons w ith  th e  French and  English traders. In a
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decade or so, the  Shoshones were sent packing, and the 
buffalo hunt, the  high-tech version of it, spread over the 
northw estern  plains.

By about 1730, the  hunters on the  Great Plains were 
able to  use horses to herd  buffalo to  the  edge of the 
jum ps instead of doing all of this w ork on foot. They had 
learned  as well to  w ork w ith  the  dogs they had dom es
ticated  to help w ith  th e  hauling. Now they could chase 
the  buffalo and shoot them  w ith  m uskets or, if no t exclu
sively w ith  m uskets, w ith  steel arrow  and lance points. 
The bow -and-arrow  hun ters still had a big advantage 
over th e  m usket hunters, because a m an  w ith  a m usket 
had only one chance to  kill a buffalo. By the  tim e he had 
reloaded, the  en tire  herd w ould have stam peded away 
from  him . Arrows were silent and accurate, and a good 
hunter could loose m any arrows in a short period of time.

The buffalo were at last driven from  the land on the 
C anad ian  p ra irie  around  1890. A gain, it is difficult 
to  find any evidence of efforts to  conserve th e  bison 
herds. N ative hu n ters  on th e  grasslands discovered 
th a t they could trade  for guns, steel arrow  points, and 
tobacco w ith  pem m ican. This dried-meat-and-berry mix
tu re  was in  high dem and by the  voyageurs, w ho found 
it very nourishing. It w as usually  m ade from  buffalo 
m eat. Eventually the  bison hunters w ere able to  trade 
for repeating rifles, ra ther th a n  the  single-shot muskets 
of th e  early eighteenth  century. Thus, a party  o f hun t
ers w ith  breech-loading repeating rifles could kill m ore 
bison by shooting them  from  a g reater d istance th a n  a 
party  of bow-and-arrow hunters could hope to kill.
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H ere is a case in  w hich  p reh isto ry  collided w ith  
recorded history in the  tragic transform ation  of a great 
A boriginal cu lture . The m om ent th a t hun ting  buffalo 
tu rn ed  from  subsistence to  com m erce. Native hunters 
began to  slaughter bison at a h ith erto  unheard-of rate 
and did so m ore easily because of improved weaponry.

The great M etis hunters of the  late eigh teenth  and 
the  n in e teen th  cen turies w ere probably even m ore effi
cient in  their slaughter of the  bison th an  their grasslands 
A boriginal trad in g  p artn e rs . They en tered  th e  pem 
m ican and buffalo hide business in  a big way, and they 
w ere able to ca rry  away th e ir hides and  m eat on Red 
River ca rts  and sell them  en m asse to the  fu r traders. 
These big-wheeled carts could convey considerably more 
buffalo hides th an  any travois.

The incom ing settlers from  Red River, M anitoba, 
to Fort M cLeod, A lberta, w ere just as culpable in the  
destruc tion  of the  ten-thousand-year-old buffalo hunt. 
T hey  w an ted  fa rm lan d  an d  ran ch lan d , n o t ro am 
ing herds of buffalo. And if th e  buffalo sustained  the  
nom adic bands of A boriginals across th e  n o rth ern  prai
rie, th en  a good buffalo was a dead buffalo. Indeed, 
defeating the  Indians by exterm inating  the  buffalo was 
U.S. dom estic policy. Sport hunters on both  sides of the 
M edicine Line blasted away at bison from flat cars, leav
ing their victim s to  rot in  the  sun.

A nd last, b u t ce rta in ly  not least, w ere the  traders 
from  the  south. P rim arily w hite buffalo hunters traded 
in buffalo hides to  supply the  leather industry  and  to 
m eet th e  dem and for buffalo robes th ro u g h o u t the
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U nited States. They slaughtered buffalo, abandoned the 
m eat, and  floated th e ir hides w ith  great efficiency on 
flat boats and sm all barges down the  M ississippi River. 
The hides were used, am ong other things, to m ake belts 
to  ru n  factories in the  East, and one of the  uses for the 
bones was to m anufacture bone china.

If p reh istoric  bison h u n tin g  w ith  bow  and  arrow  
w as skillful, organized , and life-sustain ing , com m er
cial bison h u n tin g  and  ag ricu ltu re  w ere devastating . 
Nom adic Indians could not coexist w ith  European agri
cu lture. W ithout th e  political w ill from  w hite settlers 
and  sportsm en  to  save th e  bison, th e  an im als w ere 
driven to  near-extinction. The last o f th e  great herds 
died w ith  the m eat still on their ribs, and the  stink  from 
their unharvested  carcasses was unforgettable.

Wildlife conservation? Such a civilized and curiously 
m odern expression. The dream  of bleeding-heart liberals 
and anim al lovers like me. But it was out of the  question 
then. As we shall see, the  first great strides tow ard w ild
life conservation cam e from  unexpected sources.

Some rem ain ing  fringes o f hunter-gathering  tribes 
found th e ir last chance in  the  Far N orth , am ong the 
great caribou hunters from  Alaska and the  Yukon to  Lab
rador and  n o rth e rn  Q uebec, w here w hite  civilization 
was less intrusive. Small pockets of A boriginal hun t
ers can  still be found w ith in  a few hours’ drive from 
w here I w rite  these lines in  n o rth e rn  Saskatchew an. 
But the  horses are gone and  th e  sled dog team s are fad
ing fast, and the  ch ildren of our last g reat hunters are 
pursuing their anim als throughout the  long w in ters on 
snowmobiles.
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h u n t i n g  f o r  f u n  is a relatively recent idea in our his
to ry  as a species. First, we had to  have leisure societies, 
buttressed by agriculture and trading, w herein the  pow
erfu l few learned to celebrate hunting  as a gam e. The 
earliest evidence of sport hunting comes from Thebes, in 
Egypt, during  the  m id-fourteenth  century  в с . Perhaps 
for the  first tim e in recorded history, kings and noble
m en hunted  bulls, lions, and o ther large anim als from 
chario ts d raw n  by sm all horses. They brought along 
their retinues, bow m en and barm en w ith  beating staves, 
who wounded and exhausted the  prey so th a t the m an in 
the  chariot could finish it off.

I suppose the  lady I spoke w ith  at the  hunting  lodge 
in Scotland several decades ago m ight be tem pted  to 
im agine her ancestors on th e  chario t w hile m ine were 
w ielding a bow and arrow  in advance of the  chario t or 
beating the  bush to put up som ething noble, like a lion 
or a stag. But in her eyes, on th a t evening in  1970 , 1 was 
som ething of an  anomaly. In her England, the  m en who 
skulked th rough  th e  bushes like Yosemite Sam  were 
called poachers. I don’t w ant to  give the impression that 
I was therefore m ore closely aligned to th e  great hunt
ers of the  M esolithic era th an  she. After all, in my native 
C anada, I was never hun ting  prim arily  to feed my fam 
ily; I hunted for the  adventure of it.

This is the  k ind o f hun ting  w e tend to read about. In 
my forays in to  the  hun ting  section of the  public library 
here in Saskatoon, I have discovered th ree  rows of books 
(about ten  feet of solid pages). T here are books on target 
shooting  w ith  rifles, shooting  varm in ts, shooting deer 
(m any o f these), and  on sho tgunn ing  for quail, ducks,
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grouse, doves, geese, and clay pigeons. T here are books 
on archery and black-powder rifles. There are anthologies 
(som etim es referred  to  as bibles) o f hun ting  stories, by 
w hich I m ean bang em  n  bag em  stories, o f g reat hunts 
th roughout N orth  Am erica, and  travel books on safaris 
to  Africa and other continents in  search of trophy heads.

But in th is library, one o f the  m ost intensively used 
in all of N orth  A m erica, on any given day, th e re  a re  a 
m ere dozen or so books on those sam e shelves th a t have 
no th ing  at all to do w ith  th e  how-to approach to sport 
hunting , no th ing  at all to do w ith  th e  glory of th e  con
quest, one well-heeled nim rod to another, bragger’s rights 
to the biggest trophy head and all th a t hairy-chested stuff. 
These dozen volumes rest on the shelf like lepers at a bus 
stop. David Petersen’s A Hunter’s Heart is one such book. 
The stories he has anthologized here all dem onstrate  a 
strong em pathy for the  wild creatures the  hunters pursue. 
Invariably, the  w riters are conservation-m inded people 
(Jim m y C arter, Tom M cG uane, Edward Abbey, Jim H ar
rison, Ted Kerasote) w ho happen  to  love hunting. Rick 
Bass’s Caribou Rising is about defending an  Arctic caribou 
herd, the  G w ich’in  hun ting  cu lture , and the  wildlife ref
uge th a t is their home. James Swan’s In Defense o f Hunting 
is a Jungian analysis of the  sport hun ter’s psyche.

These brave dozen or so are m isfits am ong the  shelves 
of hun ting  books in the  7 99 .2  section. They are, let’s 
face it, nerds am ong jocks. At night w hen all the  patrons 
have gone home, I can well im agine th a t the  great army 
of how-to books and safari adventure books gang up on 
th e  sensitive ones and  call them  nam es th a t im pugn 
their masculinity.
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M y poin t is th a t  th e  sheer bu lk  of hairy-chested- 
gentlem an hun ting  literature generates the  illusion that 
sport h u n tin g  is in som e m ysterious way superior to 
subsistence hunting. I am  tem pted  to  believe th a t the  
w riters and  readers of th is m aterial consider th a t sub
sistence hun tin g , done m ostly  by A boriginal people 
th roughout the  w orld, is no t only less in teresting  and 
less heroic bu t less appropriate in defining the hun ting  
narrative o f our time.

Indeed, the  paleoanthropologists of the  next few cen
tu ries may well tu rn  th e ir a tten tion  away from  dogsled 
and snow shoe cu ltu res in the  Far N orth  and descend 
upon th e  d ism antled  and buried  suburban  m alls and 
th e ir sporting  goods em poria, seeking out evidence of 
the  great hunters o f the  early second m illennium , the  
prim itives who stirred  fossil fuels into the  mix. The peo
ple who hunted  from  cars along the  side roads as I did 
w ith  my fa ther (Homo automobilis). The m ore sophisti
cated m en w ho transported  all-terrain vehicles in trucks 
and  set them  loose on tim b er roads because of th e ir  
loathing for w alking in the  woods and fields (Homo out- 
of-shapiens). And of course the  northerly tribe of hunters 
who were so evolved that they could ru n  dow n deer and 
coyotes to exhaustion in the  deep snow and shoot them  
(Homo snowmobilis).

s p o r t  h u n t i n g  i n  N o rth  A m erica  asp ired  to  be 
the  sport o f kings. The T heban chario ts m ay well have 
evolved in to  jeeps and  a ll-te rra in  vehicles, but sp o rt 
hun ting  in  N orth  A m erica evolved from  one kind of feu
dal system  or another. In  various E uropean  countries,
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m em bers o f th e  landed  g en try  could  secu re  h u n tin g  
rights on vast estates, but their tenan ts had to  poach their 
gam e to feed themselves. In N orth  Am erica, hun ting  for 
sport cam e out of the  earliest leisure societies on p lan
tations, ranches, and  w ilderness forests. Not only was it 
one of the privileges accorded to the  landed gentry, but it 
cam e w ith  the  conquest of the  land, the  w estw ard m arch 
of A m erican and C anadian settlers, and the  rigors of pio
neer life. H unting  in  N o rth  A m erica developed in to  a 
beloved pastim e th a t com bined th e  gentlem anly  appeal 
of golf w ith  the shoot-em-up savor of the  W ild West.

By th e  late seventeenth  century , trappers, traders, 
and  com m ercial hun ters had spread out all over the  
N orth  A m erican continent in search of beaver, buffalo, 
bear, m oose, and  any th ing  else of com m ercial value. 
As these  incursions increased in  th e  e ig h teen th  and 
n in e teen th  cen turies, th e  im pact on w ild life becam e 
catastrophic. As we have seen, th e  buffalo declined to 
near-extinction. The plains grizzlies all but disappeared. 
The last rem nants of this population sought refuge in the 
Swan Hills of n o rth ern  A lberta, and th e ir fu tu re  there 
is in grave danger. The passenger pigeons com pletely 
disappeared.

If there  was one m an w ho cam e to  define hun ting  
for sport in N orth  Am erica, it was Theodore Roosevelt, 
renow ned trophy hunter, scientist, h istorian , w ar hero, 
naturalist, and politician. He em bodied the  whole trad i
tion, from  hunting to  fill the  larder, as early settlers had 
done, to  hun ting  on safari for trophies. From  his expe
riences o f hunting , especially in th e  A m erican W est, 
he becam e the  popular em bodim ent of the  great w hite
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hunter. W hen he finished his years in the  W hite House, 
he w ent on safari to  Africa, w here he hunted  from  Kenya 
to  the  southern  Sudan. There he m anaged to  kill at least 
tw o of every species of anim al that he could find. At least 
tw o is putting  it mildly. For some species he w ent as high 
as eighteen trophies. His to tal bag was five hundred and 
twelve. Let me put th a t in num bers: 512 dead anim als. 
He m ust have seen them  all as Democrats.

But Roosevelt was also one of N orth  Am erica’s m ost 
influential conservationists. He worked hard to  establish 
s tric t laws to protect w ildlife from  being slaughtered by 
hunters w ho had no love for th e  anim als they pursued. 
He fought, w ith  real success, to protect w ildlife habitat 
by helping to establish national forest reserves, national 
parks, and  zoos. T he follow ing credo, w ritte n  by 
Roosevelt around 1910, was thought to  be a ra th er pro
gressive stance at the  time:

I never sought to make large bags, for a hunter 
should not be a game butcher. It is always law
ful to kill dangerous or noxious anim als, like the 
bear, cougar, and wolf; but other game should only 
be shot when there is need of the meat, or for the 
sake of an unusually fine trophy. Killing a reason
able num ber of bulls, bucks, or rams does no harm  
whatever to the species; to slay half the males of any 
kind of game would not stop the natural increase, 
and they yield the best sport, and are the legitimate 
objects of the chase. Cows, does, and ewes, on the 
contrary, should only be killed (unless barren) in 
case of necessity.
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p o a c h e r s  w e r e  r o o s e v e l t ’s enem ies. Sportsm en 
from  influential A m erican families were his friends. He 
hunted w ith  the  social elites of the  Boone and C rockett 
Club, w hich he helped found, but he also hunted  w ith  
w ranglers and squatters. He com bined the  traditions of 
the  European aristocrat and the N orth  A m erican maver
ick. His hun ting  eth ic and his example were very m uch 
alive in  my fa ther’s m em ory, an  orthodoxy to  w hich 
m any sport hunters belonged. In a profound and perva
sive sense, the boys and m en of Am erica in  the  first half 
of th e  tw en tie th  cen tu ry  and beyond w ere all skulking 
through the  bushes w ith  Teddy Roosevelt.

This brief history of hunting leaves us w ith  tw o trad i
tions: subsistence hun ting  and hun ting  for the fun o f  it. 
Both traditions survive to  th is day and face off along the 
sh rink ing  habitats w ith  a persisten t level of antipathy. 
But betw een th e  tw o trad itions are v ital connections 
th a t should not be ignored. Som e Native people, for 
example, have tu rn ed  to  sport hun ting  in  recent years, 
and non-Aboriginal people engage in subsistence hun t
ing as well.

Aldo Leopold, th e  natu ra lis t from  W isconsin, w ho 
hunted  for subsistence and for th e  fun  of it, considers 
bo th  sport hun ting  and subsistence hun ting  in his clas
sic A Sand County Almanac (1949). H e rem inds us th a t 
A boriginal cu ltu re  often coalesces around  the  pursuit 
of w ild gam e. Am ong (largely w hite) people w ho hunt 
and fish for the sport of it, the  cultural landscape is very 
different, but the  cu ltu re m anages through hun ting  to 
reengage w ith  its wild origins by renew ing contact w ith
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wild things. From hunting, Leopold tells us, hunters can 
affirm  th ree  im portan t cu ltural values.

First, “there  is value in  any experience th a t rem inds 
us of our distinctive national origins and evolution.” Leo
pold sees this aw areness as “nationalism  in its best sense.” 
He doesn’t  talk  about nationalism  in its w orst sense, the 
history of wholesale slaughter and conquest th a t seems 
to  be part o f the  colonial heritage and does not need to 
be reenacted . Instead, he gives us exam ples th a t may 
well have come from his ow n boyhood: a boy scout has 

“tan n ed  a coonskin cap, and  goes Daniel-Booneing in 
the  w illow  th icket below th e  tracks. H e is re-enacting 
A m erican history.” A young boy who traps rodents is “re
enacting the  rom ance of the fu r trade.”

The second cu ltural value derived from  hun ting  and 
o ther engagem ents w ith  the  w ild is “any experience that 
rem inds us of our dependency on the  soil-plant-animal- 
m an  food chain , and of the  fundam ental organization 
o f the  biota [Leopold’s term  for living organism s in the 
environm ent].” Leopold quotes a nursery  song about 
bringing hom e a rabbit skin “to  w rap the  baby bunting 
in .” This folk song is Leopold’s rem inder of the  tim e 
w hen h u m an  tribes hun ted  to  feed and clo the th e ir 
families.

Leopold concludes w ith  a th ird  cu ltu ra l value: “any 
experience th a t  exercises those eth ical restra in ts  col
lectively called sportsm anship.’ ” These restrain ts might 
have been learned in the  com pany of m ore experienced 
hunters, but they are enacted  in  solitude. The hun ter 

“ordinarily has no gallery to  applaud or disapprove of his
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conduct. W hatever his acts, they are dictated by his own 
conscience, ra ther th an  a mob of onlookers. It is difficult 
to exaggerate the  im portance of this fact.”

As a young hun ter exploring the  w ilderness tw enty 
years afte r Leopold’s death , looking back on my ow n 
experiences of hunting in the U nited States and Canada, 
I can see obvious reasons why the  split betw een the  two 
hun ting  com m unities has been perpetuated . But I can 
also see a great deal of tru th  in Leopold’s conclusions 
about th e  tw o traditions. Having read h im  so recently, 
perhaps I am  a bit closer now to explaining the depths of 
excitem ent I shared w ith  my dad, my brother, and all our 
hunting buddies who gathered in Edm onton m ore th an  
ten  thousand years afte r the  arrival of the  first hunters 
in N orth  America.
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I like the g u n . It is a  fa m ilia r thing, fu ll  o f  associa tions. l a m a  d ifferen t 

m an w hen  I a m  carry ing  it, m ore a lert, m ore carefu l, m ore purposefu l 

than w ith o u t it. C arrying a g u n  has taught m e a thousand  things about 

anim als a nd  c o u n try  a nd  w in d  a nd  w ea ther th a t I  should  not o therw ise  

have bothered to learn, has ta k e n  m e to a thousand  places I  should  not 

otherw ise have seen  . . .  K illing has a place in hun ting , i f  on ly  a sm all one. 

I see it as a rite, a sacrifice, an  a cknow ledgm en t o f  the sport's  origin tha t 

gives m ean ing  to w h a t has gone before. B u t n ever as an  end  in itself.

R o d e r i c k  h a i g - b r o w n ,  Measure of the Year

I n  t h e  mid-1960s, w hen I began skulking around in the 
bushes with my hunting buddies, I did not see my activi

ties as springing out of an evolutionary process or a culture of 
hearty hunters, or, for that matter, any other culture. My only 
awareness of Teddy Roosevelt had to do with his bushy mous
tache and his alleged use of the word bully, as in, “The boys 
and I had a bully good hunt.” I was bent on pleasure and on 
paying off my student loans and not much else. Bringing back 
the details of that life is not easy for me. But one hunting trip 
seems to have burnt its way into my memory.
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It started  w ith  a party  at som eone’s apartm ent in the  
fall of 1967. A friend of m ine suggested th a t we go on a 
w ilderness river trip  during  the  O ctober long weekend. 
I was probably not sober, and probably everyone in this 
jam m ed apartm ent was my best friend, life was a simple 
proposition, and so, why not? In my quest to  discover all 
the  th ings in life th a t were deem ed to be far-out and  to 
avoid all the things in  life th a t were not, the  response to 
this suggestion seemed an easy yes.

By th e  tim e  I had regained  sobriety, however, the  
th ing  was set and I could not back out. My friend, Scott 
Sm ith, had planned  it out to  the  last detail. H e and  I 
were going to  ru n  th e  W ild Hay River, cam p along the 
way, and h u n t big gam e. We would bu tcher our quarry  
and carry  it out in tw o boats.

“W hy tw o boats?” I asked him .
“You ever loaded a bull elk onto a single canoe w ith  all 

your supplies and everything?” he said.
I had never bu tchered  any th ing  bigger th an  a jack- 

rabbit, and  I had never heard  of the  W ild Hay River. It 
flows clear and icy out of Rock Lake, w hich is just n o rth 
east of Jasper N ational Park, th rough  heavily forested 
hills and m uskeg in  the  shadow of th e  eastern  Rockies. 
The first half of its descent from  the  lake is rapid; the  sec
ond half, w here it crosses Highway 4 0  to join M oberly 
Creek, is m eandering. We would be doing the  first half.

Yeah, whatever. W hy not?
We drove th re e  hours w est o f Edm onton, th en  up 

along th e  G rande Cache road tow ard the  source of the  
river, just southeast of Rock Lake. We dropped our boats 
and equipm ent under a bridge, drove back dow n in both
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vehicles to  an  abandoned ranger station w here the  river 
crossed a gravel road, and left one ca r there. T hen  we 
drove together back up to  our boats.

I had never cam ped in  w ilderness, never hun ted  
for big gam e, never ow ned a rifle before, alm ost never 
ten ted  in  freezing w eather. By th e  tim e Scott and  I 
approached the  bridge w here our gear was stowed, the 
afternoon sky had darkened and the  w ind had risen. We 
parked the  car by the  little bridge and locked it up. Scott 
w ent about packing his canoe, and I loaded up my two- 
m an  rubber dinghy. I can rem em ber no conversation. 
Perhaps the  steady roar of th e  little  river w ould have 
drow ned it out. Everything we did in  th a t cold fifteen 
m inutes or so was done w ith  a strange finality. Every 
little  chore (securing  my sleeping bag and my clo th 
ing inside a couple o f garbage bags, placing my oars in 
their brass-lined holes, checking to  see th a t my rifle was 
unloaded) seem ed to move me to  the  b rink  of the  irre 
vocable. I rem em ber looking at a stretch  of w hite w ater 
th a t tum bled betw een tw o boulders and seeing, for the 
first tim e th a t day, snowflakes pelting the  shoreline.

Oh, Jesus.
There is a m om ent on a river w hen you seat yourself in 

your boat, push off, and begin to row  or paddle, and you 
feel the  irresistible pull of the  curren t. The bridge, your 
car, the  road—they all seem to  d rift away from  you, and 
you are overcome by the  disconcerting and delicious real
ization th a t finally you have no choice. This was the  first 
tim e I had ever felt that sudden release from  all com fort 
and all fear. There was simply no tim e for fear. My buddy 
up there  in the  canoe cannot help me. There is that w hite
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w ater to th e  left as o u r boats careen  dow n th e  river at 
the m ercy of gravity and th a t rock on the right and these 
oars in my hands. As I faced the  river for the  first tim e, I 
saw quite suddenly th a t these oars were m eant to defend 
m e from getting swam ped. The banks of the  river flew by, 
and I realized th a t—hey, these oars work!

A  word about my oars. In Edm onton, the  cheapest 
cam ping and fishing equipm ent was found at the  Army 
& Navy D epartm ent Store. Sometim es the  deals you got 
there  were too good to be true, and my inflatable dinghy 
and my oars found their way into th a t category. These 
oars w ere about four feet long and  m ade o f alum inum . 
W henever I took the  boat out fishing, the  palm s and fin
gers of my hands would tu rn  gray.

Less th a n  a m ile dow nriver from  o u r launch ing  
bridge, I followed Scott over a churn ing  great tum ble of 
w hite w ater and  flew backw ard in to  some rocks by the 
shore. I canno t rem em ber exactly w hat happened, bu t I 
cam e away from  the  collision w ith  one oar in  my right 
hand  and the  blade of the  o ther o ar in  my left hand. I 
don’t recall w hat happened to the  shaft or how  I m an 
aged to grab onto the blade. But there I was, w aving the 
blade and  hollering to Scott to put ashore in his canoe.

We bo th  m anaged to  scram ble up the  ban k  and  drag 
our boats to safety. In the  m idst of too m any difficulties 
to  recount (snow, w et clothes, cold w ind, unfriendly river, 
you nam e it) th ere  was th is broken-off hu n k  o f blade in 
my hand w ith  an  em pty socket w here the  shaft had been, 
and somehow this had to be m ade back into an  oar.

Scott rem em bered an abandoned wooden shed, per
haps from  a logging crew. In  th e  driv ing  snow, we
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headed for th e  shed to  catch our b reath  and retool. I 
suppose w e could have dragged all of our gear back up 
th rough  the  forest and found the  road and our ca r and 
gone hom e. But som ething foolish and w onderful m ust 
have happened in  th a t first tussle w ith  the river—som e
th in g  th a t m ade bo th  of us not m erely determ ined  to 
carry  on but high on adrenaline.

I dug around  inside th e  shed and  found som e old 
shingle nails. Two of them  were straight. I pulled a large 
jackknife out of my pack, ano ther cheap affair from  the 
Arm y & Navy but new  and therefore reasonably sharp. 
I ventured out o f th e  shed and found a recently  fallen 
young aspen th a t m ust have been tw o o r th ree  inches 
th rough  the  middle. I carved away at the  tree  at both  
ends until I had a staff about four feet long. I had to  slice 
off the  bark and peel away some shavings, but at last my 
piece of aspen fit into the  socket at the  end of the  blade. 
W ith a flat-edged rock I pounded hom e the  tw o shingle 
nails. They w ent through the cheap alum inum  as though 
it were tinfoil.

In the  m eantim e, Scott m ust have been back out in 
the snow storm  rearranging our loads. I showed h im  the 
repaired oar, and w e both  laughed at it. We m ight have 
been a half hour from  hypotherm ia, but in  our present 
situation we thought my new  oar was funny. T hat’s w hat 
it was like to be a twenty-five-year-old city guy who grew  
up reading Zane Grey, Roderick Haig-Brown, and Out
door Life. T here was no quit in  us, even w hen perhaps 
there should have been.

I had stripped down to  my shorts and T-shirt because 
my outer clothes were sopping wet. Back into the  river
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we went, and the  snow cam e down in  big wobbly flakes. 
The last th ing  I noticed as w e w ere pulled into th e  cur
ren t w as our shabby old shed. It was th e  last sign of 
civilization we would see for a long time.

We couldn’t see the  m ountains for the  falling snow. 
We could barely see fifty feet ahead. But my funny oar 
w orked just fine. A nd so, in  o u r separate  boats, we 
hacked our way down th e  river a m ile or tw o un til the 
light began to  fade. By the  tim e we found an  open and 
level place to  pitch o u r ten t, the  darkness was com ing 
on w ith  alarm ing  speed. I w as shivering in  my shorts 
and T-shirt, grappling w ith  my tw o garbage bags filled 
w ith  clothes and sleeping bag. I was desperate to  get into 
som ething d ry  and warm . I dum ped the contents of both  
bags onto the  ground, picked through them , and  discov
ered very quickly that everything, even my sleeping bag, 
was sodden.

S cott did no t have th is  problem . H is canoe had 
rem ained relatively dry. Perhaps he’d also had the  good 
sense to double-bag his supplies.

H ypotherm ia, yes. This was a word th a t had not yet 
en tered  my vocabulary, and  th a n k  God for that. O ne 
less th ing to w orry about. But w hat was I to  do? I began 
to  drape my clothes and my sleeping bag and its canvas 
cover over the  branches of trees. I was vocally shivering, 
like a m an w ith  a bad stutter, and w incing every tim e a 
bare foot cam e down on a sharp  rock.

But suddenly there was fire. T hat’s my next memory. 
A big hot fragrant crackling cam pfire. W here did th a t 
come from? How did Scott build a fire out of w et wood? 
Had he broken off some dead branches from a sheltered
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tree  w hen I w asn’t  looking? Had he cheated and brought 
a sm all can  of gasoline? Was th is friend o f m ine some 
kind of woodsy prodigy? I simply don’t  remember.

W hat I next rem em ber is th a t w e put up the  ten t, a 
big canvas one, and it was dry  on the  inside. And w e ate 
som ething from Scott’s cooler. And w e were standing by 
th e  fire drying out our clothes. It seem ed p re tty  late at 
night, and the snow had stopped, but the w ind was still 
blowing and the  tem perature plunging.

I was w rapped  up in my ancien t sleeping bag and 
tu rn in g  like a roasting w iener in a bun. The sleeping bag, 
an  old Arctic-gauge goose-down bag enclosed in a can
vas w rapper, was a gift from  my uncle Stan. My uncle 
had used it in the Far N orth  w hen he was train ing  to go 
overseas to fight in  the  Second World War. No zippers on 
the  bag, just m etal snaps. The closer I brought it to  the 
fire, the  m ore it got singed and gave off a smelly vapor 
and took in smoke. It began to smell like the afterm ath  
of a house fire.

O ur conversation m ust have been a little eccentric. 
How does one w iener address an o th er w hen the  first 
one is constantly  revolving around a spit? Does he w ait 
for th a t m om ent w hen he is facing his friend? My guess 
is th a t Scott did m ost of the  talking. He was so keen to 
hun t the  next day th a t the  prospect of freezing to  death 
seem ed a m ere inconvenience. He was probably at that 
point rem inding me of the  lim itations of our tags, which 
we had bought w ith  our big-game licenses. We would 
shoot an  anim al and im m ediately secure the  tag around 
a tendon in  its back leg.

“W hy im m ediately?”
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“Game w ardens ”
“So, w hen w e’ve done all th a t, how  do w e haul our 

moose back to  the  boats?”
“Elk.”
“O h, right. W hat if we shoot an  elk  o r tw o and  we 

have to haul the  m eat through all th is bear country?”
Scott was silent for a m om ent. He grinned  at m e as I 

rotated back into sight.
“Just pray we don’t  shoot anything till about the th ird  

or fourth  night out.”
We m ust have fallen asleep in  a ten t full of smoky 

clothes, m any of them  alm ost dry. I was all w rapped up 
in  a sleeping bag singed by the  fire. But it was w arm  and 
com fortable, and I was as d ry  as a b u rn t hot dog.

t h e  m o r n i n g  w a s  chilly, and th e  snow  lay every
w here on the  ground, inches thick. It weighed dow n the 
pine and tam arack boughs. But the  sun rose bright, and 
by th e  tim e w e’d had our breakfast, th e  day began to 
w arm . Scott w ent off w ith  his rifle to check the  ground 
for elk sign. I fetched my cartridges from  my packsack 
and my rifle from its case and checked it out for signs of 
m oisture.

I didn’t  like the  guns my friends used to  bring down 
deer, elk, and  moose, because these guns had scopes, 
and  to  my eyes, they  had little heroic appeal. For this 
trip , driven by ignorance o f th e  h u n t and by a streak  
of rom anticism , I had purchased an  old saddle gun , a 
30 /30 . It had a dull, brow n w alnut b u tt and  stock. It 
held six cartridges in  the  breech and one in the cham ber.
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You pulled back the  ham m er for the  first shot, fired, and 
pum ped th e  lever w ith  a quick forw ard th ru s t of your 
trigger hand. This is a bush gun, ideal for shooting in 
heavy forest because of its short barrel and peep sights. 
You don’t  have to  locate your ta rge t w ith  a scope; you 
just line up  the sights w ith  th e  an im al and squeeze the  
trigger.

The Daisy air rifle th a t my dad had bought my brother 
and  m e w as built in the  likeness of th is 3 0 /30  saddle 
gun. It’s a sm all w eapon, but if you know  how  to  shoot, 
you can stop a large anim al at tw o hundred yards. In my 
case, eighty yards was m ore like it. But while my friends 
were squinting through a scope, I was com m uning w ith 
all the  cowboys in  Hollywood.

I loaded the  gun  and began to  sw ing it up  to  my 
shoulder, picking out targets in  the  bushes across the  
river. O ne such target had dead branches th a t had dried 
to silver over the seasons. The branches spread out w ith 
a nice sym m etry, alm ost like antlers. An easy shot. I was 
about to sw ing at ano ther tree  w hen th is one seem ed 
to  dip its head. I looked again. My dead tree  was a bull 
moose. It m ust have been gawking at me for some time. 
I had an  elk tag, and  th ere  w as no way I could have 
convinced a gam e w arden th a t I had just picked up the 
w rong tag  or m istaken a m oose for an  elk. There were 
no gam e w ardens for fifty m iles in any d irection , but 
som ehow th is d idn’t  m atter. I raised my gun and im ag
ined bringing dow n this great anim al. He was up  on an 
incline across the  river, looking down at me. He stood 
hem m ed in  by th ick  spruce, and the  dark  brow n of his
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body m ade h im  alm ost invisible in th e  deep shadows. 
But his an tlers could not be disguised, and they  stood 
out from  the  m oose like the  up tu rned  palm s of a giant.

“W hat are you aim ing at?”
Scott had com e up beh ind  m e from  his m orning  

excursion.
“Som ething I can’t shoot.”
Scott put the scope on the  big bull. H e was impressed.

“We’ve got elk tags, right?”
“Right.”
“Not m oose tags.”
“Right.”
“So we can’t . . . ”
“Right.”
We broke cam p afte r lunch and loaded up th e  boats. 

We had a lot of river to ru n  in  th e  next few days, and 
Scott had found no signs of elk at our first camp.

T hat w e could just w rap up our cam p and float dow n
river till w e found a new  one seem ed to  m e am azing 
and m iraculous. We could do th is day after day until we 
reached the  lower vehicle. If the  river d idn’t  do us in, it 
would be our greatest ally.

T hat second day, under th e  bright O ctober sun, the 
river seem ed to  shrink to  its real size, or perhaps its haz
ards w ere m ore visible and I had learned b e tte r how  to 
stay out of trouble. I found myself row ing (w ith one gray 
palm ) along a sw irling, tum bling  stream  th a t seem ed 
m ore m ischievous th an  treacherous. We found a sub- 
alpine meadow and decided to pull out and cam p there. 
We cooked our first hot m eal—sausages on a blackened 
grill, canned  corn niblets heated in a pot, and spuds in
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foil tossed into th e  coals. The sun sank  early, and  the 
frosty a ir moved in, but this tim e we were ready for the 
cold.

If my m em ory serves me, on the  following m orning, 
Scott and I set out to  check the  edges of the  m eadow for 
elk scat. We walked the perim eter together and re tu rned  
to  our cam p by crossing th e  river in  our rubber boots. 
O ur ten t was set back about fifty yards from  th e  river, 
and we had to  w alk up a small, steep grade to  see it. But 
w hat we saw was a huge bull moose w ith  its nose to  the 
entrance of our tent.

Perhaps we had approached h im  dow nw ind, and no 
doubt the  roar of th e  stream  had disguised the  sound 
o f our rubber boots on the  gravel. We w atched as the 
moose circled and smelled our dwelling, curious as a cat. 
He was bigger and m uch older th an  th e  bull m oose of 
the previous evening. He had one of those trophy heads 
you see on the  cover of m en’s sporting journals—moose 
on the  ground, hun ter’s boot on m oose’s head, rifle cra
dled, sleepy grin.

At last this old w arrior moved away from our ten t and 
up through the  meadow. His antlers seem ed alm ost too 
heavy to  carry. He was am bling meditatively, as though 
w ondering w hat aliens had landed in  his favorite feed
ing grounds. The next tim e we looked around, he had 
circled us and w andered up into the  trees, w here he was 
gazing dow n at us like the  m oose of th e  previous eve
ning. He stayed there for a long time.

We looked all over for signs of elk and found only old 
scat and old tracks. Down by th e  river, however, close 
to our cam p, we found the  enorm ous track of a grizzly,
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quite a fresh im prin t, and  th a t was enough to  send us 
down the  river once again.

a f t e r  n o  m o r e  th an  tw o hours of ru n n in g  the  W ild 
Hay, w e found ano ther meadow w ith  a great deal of m us
keg on one side and some sparse, dry woods on the  other. 
W hen we had set up  camp, Scott suggested that we split 
up. H e w ould cross the  river, sk irt th e  m uskeg, and 
explore the  ridge beyond, w here the  grass looked sum p
tuous. W ild hay, I guess you’d call it. I would explore the 
wooded side and look for fresh scat.

It was a beautifu l cool day. I trudged  th rough  groves 
of larch, alpine fir, and  willows and discovered th a t my 
side of th e  river was p re tty  barren  as far as elk browse 
w ent. So, in my rubber boots, I too crossed th e  river. It 
was a perfect crossing. No pools or deep w ate r o f any 
kind. Just a few inches of stream  flowing over solid gravel. 
I w anted  to  see w hat lay beyond the  muskeg. Scott’s trail 
would eventually take him  dow nstream , so m ine took me 
upstream . I trudged  along, finding, as usual, som e old 
elk sign and some not-so-old m oose sign and re tu rned  to 
w ith in  about a hundred yards of w here I had crossed the 
river. This tim e I glassed the  area around our ten t to  see if 
some critter was checking us out.

A nd yes, here  we go again: a cow  m oose th is  tim e. 
She was feeding on the far shore scarcely a tw o-m inute 
w alk  from  o u r tent. I moved in  closer for a b e tte r look. 
O n my side o f th e  river, her calf was also feeding. The 
cow  looked my way an d  th en  co n tin u ed  to  feed. The 
ca lf looked my way as w ell. It w as abou t six m onths 
old, its fur a lighter brow n th an  its m other’s. It was long
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legged and gangly and stood m ore th an  th ree  feet at the 
shoulder. As its m other had done, it tu rn ed  away and 
continued to  feed.

I assum e to th is day th a t these two anim als had never 
seen a hum an  before. T here w ere no trappers ' cabins 
in the  area, no sign of horses. Scott and I had not even 
seen a hum an  footprin t in th e  W ild Hay valley. M oose 
are w ary creatures, but clearly, on this w arm  afternoon, 
they  had felt no th rea t from  th e  aliens th a t trudged  
around on tw o legs.

I m oved away from  th e  ca lf and  beh ind  it, put
ting  some trees betw een us. I had spotted  the  shallows 
w here I could cross th e  creek and  get to  our ten t w ith 
out com ing too close to the  cow. I sk irted  the  trees and 
w ent dow n to  the  creek, and there was the  calf, perhaps 
th ree  yards in  front of me; it m ust have w andered over. It 
seem ed to realize th a t I was merely attem pting to cross 
the  creek. I peeked through the  branches of the  nearest 
pine and saw the m other. She was looking my way, but 
th en  she w ent back to  her browsing. I walked as if to go 
past th e  feeding calf, put my rifle in my left hand, and 
reached over and touched the  calf on the  back.

I d o n ’t  r e m e m b e r  why I had needed to  get to our tent 
or w hether I even crossed th e  stream . I th in k  I m ight 
have reversed d irec tions and  w alked away from  the  
stream  and the  tw o feeding moose. I rem em ber going 
around the muskeg and heading tow ard the grassy ridge 
w here Scott was hunting. There was a beaver dam  on 
a sm all stream , w hich had form ed a nice w ide pond. I 
stopped and sat dow n and  cradled my rifle in my lap. I
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stared at the  beaver house at the  far end of the  pond and 
eventually at the  back-and-forth gliding o f a beaver. I 
stared  at the  birds th a t flew overhead and at th e  sharp  
reflections on the  pond and the  deep woods beyond. This 
is the Forest Primeval. I have never been fond of highfalu
tin  language, bu t these words seem ed to wobble out of 
me because, w ith  my right hand, I had just reached out 
and touched a moose calf on the  back. Perhaps I had left 
a m inuscule sm udge of a lum inum  for the  ca lf to  carry  
away.

I gazed for a long tim e at the  beaver pond, try ing  to 
th in k  like a hunter. H ere I am , perhaps fifteen miles 
from  the  nearest road, arm ed to  th e  tee th , unafraid  of 
bears or any th ing  and th rilled  as I can  be. No, no, th a t 
w asn’t  it.

As a w riter w ho used to hun t, I feel som e obligation 
to  my readers to  discharge th is old rifle at som ething. 
A legal bull elk  o r an  illegal bull m oose o r perhaps 
a m arauding  wolf. But th is is the  clim ax o f my great 
adventure: staring  at a beaver pond and th in k in g  about 
a moose calf th a t I touched. S taring at beavers and birds 
and  hypnotized by w ilderness and  solitude, and  feel
ing as connected  to  a w ild place as I had ever felt. The 
m om ent did not stre tch  out for very long, maybe half 
an  hour. Words like happiness or contentment or clarity 
of mind or forest primeval don’t  even get m e halfway. It’s 
hard  to pain t a scene w hen you’re p art of th e  picture, 
and for the  first tim e in my life, in all th a t solitude, I had 
become part of the  picture.

We counted seventeen m oose on th a t trip . The last 
tw o w ere ano ther cow and her calf, these ones only a
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m ile or so from  a bridge, a cam pground, and  a ranger 
tower th a t would m ark the  end of our trip  and the  re tu rn  
of the  road w here one of our cars was parked. W hen the 
cow spotted us, she and her calf ran  for the  woods. The 
cow was loping away on th ree  legs and doing an  adm i
rable job of it. O ne of her h ind  legs sw ung uselessly by 
her side, perhaps a casualty from a hun ter’s bullet. I will 
never forget th e  con trast betw een  these  w ary cam p
ground moose and the  placid, curious creatures we had 
seen in  the  deeper w ilderness, those g reat innocents 
who presided over a perfect world.

t h e r e  is  a bar in N ew  York City w here young m en 
g a ther w earing  red  m ackinaw  sh irts , h u n tin g  boots, 
cam ouflage pan ts, and  h u n tin g  jackets. O thers w ear 
business suits. This is the  Black Bear Lodge on  T hird  
Avenue in  G ram ercy Park. T hese m en com e here in 
impressive num bers to  play a video gam e know n as Big 
Buck Hunter Pro. There are only tw o hun ting  m achines, 
so th e  lineups a re  very long. They play the  gam e by 
grabbing a shotgun and  firing at m oose and  elk and 
o th e r an im als on screen, and  th e ir  trophy  an im als 
die electronically. The m anager of th e  bar, Belle Cap- 
lis, describes young m en in business suits who “untuck  
their shirts and fire away.” Cabela, the  corporate fashion
conscious outfitter, has sold m ore th an  th irteen  m illion 
copies of such gam es as Dangerous Hunts 2 0 од  and  Leg
endary Adventures.

A  burgeoning cu ltu re o f high-tech hunters is spread
ing throughout N orth  A m erica and beyond. Some people 
(I won’t  call them  hunters) play a gam e w here they can
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line up  a live, captive an im al w ith  th e ir cursor, w hich 
guides a rem ote-controlled gun located in  some far-off 
country, and  kill the  an im al by clicking th e ir m ouse. 
A ren’t  com puters wonderful?

I tease m yself w ith  the  fantasy  th a t som e of these 
cyber-hunters—perhaps the  ones who are not yet h a rd 
core—m ight read th is chapter, m easure th e  appalling 
gulf betw een my experience on the  W ild Hay River and 
th e ir ow n in  one of the  m any sports bars across N orth 
A m erica, be jolted into a profound aw akening, and  go 
and sin no more. O r at least find some woods and take 
a walk.

M ore and more th is is the  bew ildering cu ltu re th a t I 
am  addressing. Less and less do I find people w ho have 
lived the  experience of going out into the  w ilderness and 
com ing back w ith  th a t healthy  glow, those calloused 
paddle fingers (and perhaps gray palms), the  clothes that 
smell of cam pfires and pine sap, and  those w onderful 
stories about the  moose th a t got away.

W hen my wife, Honor, and I take our walks into the 
coulees near Saskatoon (population  2 1 0 ,0 0 0 ) in  the  
w in tertim e, we are often alone. W hen we fish the  trou t 
ponds w ith  our friends up on the  H anson Lake Road, we 
are alone. W hen my hunting buddy Doug Elsasser walks 
the  com m unity pasture and meadows of the  Assiniboine 
Valley for w hitetails, he is alone. W hen we canoe the  
South Saskatchew an River w ith  our friends from  Van
couver, we are once m ore all alone. In the  cu ltu re  that 
surrounds me, the  people explore websites and new  res
tau ran ts  and the  farm ers’ m arket, and if they are lucky, 
they explore the  beaches of Cuba and Mexico w hen the
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w eather gets cold. The people of th is cu ltu re  explore 
m alls and  shop in specialty clothing stores w ith  nam es 
like The O utdoor Edge, The н о в о  Shop, or The Forest 
Primeval. A w alk in the  woods has been largely replaced 
by a noisy and rapid excursion on  an  all-terrain vehicle 
or a snowmobile.

I am  sounding like an  old fart, b ristling  w ith  disap
proval. In some circles these days, I would be as welcome 
at a party  as Edgar Allan Poe’s raven.

O r maybe the  Ancient M ariner: Hi, Vm Dave Carpen
ter. Would you be my wedding guest? Good, because I have 
seen such things, I have had a vision of the perfect world, I 
have touched a live moose in the wild. Oh, ye who have 
touched a live moose may cast the first stone.

Enough of my personal resentm ents. Let’s look at how 
people regarded h u n tin g  during  th is sam e tim e w hen 
recreational h u n tin g  was (still, just barely) though t to 
be a salutary, even soul-restoring adventure. It’s Zeitgeist 
tim e at the  old corral.
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I  m u s t a d m it to not being the m ost p a tien t person in a  d eer stand  

b u t i f  I kn o w  th a t a big  buck is u tiliz in g  the area, I  sure g e t a lot m ore  

p a tien t. I ’d  say  tha t trail cam eras are w ith o u t q uestion  the m ost 

significant tool to com e along fo r  the trophy deer h u n ter in the past fe w  

decades. M ost o f  the battle  w ith  h u n tin g  trophy d eer is hun ting  

w here they  are. W ith  the cam era, there is no d oub t w here they  are. 

t . j . s c h w a n k y ,  “Trail Cameras,” The Outdoor Edge, Vol. 1 7 ,  Issue 1

I avoid hook-and-bullet m agazines, w hich  p u t m e o f f  w ith  

their photos o f  bows th a t look like  m issile launchers and  

w eird-shaped rifles w ith  e ver larger scopes a nd  e ver m ore deadly  

loads. T h ey  prom ote technological prow ess fa r  above know ledge  

o f  an im als or sk ill in the outdoors. A n d  th ey  fo cu s on killing.

T h ey  show  an im a ls w ith  cross-hairs super-im posed, or spraw led  w ith  

unshaven  m en  hunched  over th em — a fr ie n d  calls th is horn porn. 

A n d  it  is. W h a t it urges is that the a c t o f  possession is suprem e. 

c . l . r a w l i n s ,  “I Like to Talk about Animals,” A Hunter’s Heart
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/IBIv a l e n c e  i s  doublemindedness  tow ard  som e

thing, mixed feelings. The opposite of ambivalence is 
singlemindedness. Growing up in an oil-rich province in the 
west end of Edmonton in the 1950s, I thought it was a good 
thing to be singleminded. All the neat guys in my neighbor
hood were singleminded. None of my friends used the word 
ambivalent. Nor did any of my older brother’s friends use this 
word—and they read books. Singleminded, though: there was 
a word for you. Shane was singleminded when he shot every 
guy in the bar at the end of the movie. The soldiers who con
quered Hitler’s armies—at least the ones in the movies before 
M arlon Brando’s tim e—they were all singleminded. The 
word singleminded went with such resolute words as pursuit 
and conquest and resolve.

In 1959, w hen Dad gave me a shotgun for my b ir th 
day, I pursued  grouse and  ducks w ith  singlem inded 
fervor.

Q uite possibly I never heard  th e  w ord ambivalence 
u ttered  un til th e  early  1960s, w hen  I was a university 
student. This was about th e  tim e w hen Jack Lemmon 
starred  in The Apartment w ith  Shirley MacLaine. If ever 
there was a movie actor w ith  a capacity for ambivalence. 
Jack Lem m on was it. But it was H enry Kreisel, my Eng
lish prof, who first used this word in my presence. He 
used  it in connection  w ith  psychoanalysis, literature , 
em otional states, the  Zeitgeist of the  tw entieth  century.

Ambivalence was still a hard  sell at home. It w asn’t  a 
good w ord to take to the  supper table. My bro ther was 
studying chemical engineering, and he had little use for 
ambivalence. My father was a broker, and in  the  stock
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m arket, he w ho hesitated  was lost. Am bivalence was 
probably bad for business. My m other had a no-nonsense 
attitude to  getting  her boys up in th e  m orning  and  off 
to classes. If you w anted to explore your am bivalence to 
your studies, do it in the  summer.

For years in the  1950s and early 1960s, I read a lot of 
hunting literature. I could have divided it all into am bi
valent or singlem inded lite ra tu re , b u t I d idn’t  because 
I loved all o f it. T he m agaz ine  Outdoor Life w as as 
singlem inded as anyone in  my family. You got the  right 
equipm ent, you learned the  right techniques, you found 
your deer, you lined it up, you squeezed the  trigger. You 
sm iled  a ro u n d  your p ipe w ith  sing lem inded  p ride  at 
w hat you had accomplished.

The ad for G illette  Blue Blades w as an  an th em  of 
singlem indedness: “Look sharp, feel sharp, be sharp!”

O ne way of reconstructing  th e  spirit of th is tim e, of 
course, is to ransack the memory, as I have already done 
in th is book. But m em ory being w hat it is (a narra to r 
th a t arranges the  facts in  order to  recount them  by the 
fireside), we need historical benchm arks to  keep us hon
est. For me, these benchm arks are the  books I read about 
hun ting  from  the  mid-1950s to  the  end of the  1960s. I 
still have copies of W illiam  Faulkner’s Go Down, Moses, 
Ernest Hem ingway’s Green Hills o f Africa, Measure of the 
Year by Roderick Haig-Brown, and The Treasury o f Hunt
ing by Larry Koller. I am  not going to  bo th er w ith  the 
usual d istinctions betw een fiction and nonfiction here, 
because w hat really interests me is the  attitudes tow ard 
hunting em bedded in the  books.
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I have a beautifu l hardback edition of Koller s book. 
It lies on my bookshelf at least a foot to  the  right of 
Hem ingway’s works. Like Teddy Roosevelt, Koller w rites 
w ith  boundless en thusiasm  about all aspects of hun t
ing in  N orth  A m erica, and  his knowledge o f guns old 
and  new  is encyclopedic. But un like  Roosevelt, who 
frequently  hun ted  out W est simply to  provide m eat for 
his w ranglers, Larry Koller posits a h ierarchy of hun t
ers, w ith  the  m eat hun ter on the  low end and the  trophy 
hun ter up on high. Koller professes great respect for the 
alpha predators (grizzlies and th e ir bigger cousins, the 
A laskan browns) and  an tlered  an im als (especially deer 
and elk). In fact, m ost anim als that have been reified by 
the  hun ting  fratern ity  and m ade into trophies are wor
thy of his respect.

Again, like Roosevelt, Koller saves his contem pt for 
w hat he and  my contem poraries called varm ints (derived 
from  the  w ord vermin): cougars, bobcats, black bears, 
raptors, and m any o th er creatures th a t are not usually 
considered good to  eat. V arm ints, he says, “are  suitable 
victim s for the hunter, w hether his arm am ent is rim-fire 
or center-fire rifle, shotgun, or handgun.” Varm ints were 
like the  shm oos in Li’l Abner, I suppose—th e  gift th a t 
keeps on giving. They provide a hun ter w ith  live targets 

“to develop his stalking and shooting skill.” Koller likens 
th is assortm ent of varm in ts to “a shooting laboratory” 
for the  “developm ent of new  cartridges and new  loads in 
standard  calibers.”

A black bear, to  Larry Koller, is really just “an  innocu
ous clown.” You can bait the  bear w ith  garbage or a dead
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horse, ru n  it w ith  dogs, trap  the bear, or smoke it out of 
the  den “if you w ant one badly enough—but none of this 
makes him  a real gam e anim al.”

M ountain  lions are “cowardly.” Their appeal for Koller 
is apparen tly  to  “provide som e hair-ra ising  kicks for 
hound-dog varm int hunters.” According to  Koller’s survey, 
none of which he includes in his book, of the  thousands of 
these big cats th a t have been killed or cap tured  by hun t
ing parties in m id-century America, “only a scattered half 
dozen” have fought back. W hen treed, the  cougar “snarls 
viciously, belying his tru e  cowardly nature.”

Hawks can  be “decoyed to  a m ounted  owl just as 
readily as crows, and provide even faster shotgun work.” 
Golden eagles a re  apparen tly  as heinous as varm ints 
can get—the w ildlife equivalent o f serial killers. These 
predators com pete w ith  hunters for w ild gam e by killing 
young sheep, goats, antelope, and fawns, and apparently 
they prey heavily on livestock. I did not know  this, and I 
am  left a little breathless w ith  an  im age of eagles carry
ing off lambs and slaughtering calves. Very little o f this 
predation shows up in the  bird books, but w e are assured 
in  Koller’s irrepressible voice th a t “as long as the  golden 
eagle lives in  big-gam e country ,” th is  p redation  w ill 
continue.

Ah, b u t help is at hand. A gam e-w arden friend  of 
Koller’s in eastern  M ontana has been fighting eagles for 
m any years. At last count, the  w arden’s score on these 
great birds was som ething over th ree  thousand! Koller 
expressed little  doubt th a t the  excellence o f th e  an te 
lope and m ule-deer hun ting  in his buddy’s te rrito ry  is
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m uch im proved ow ing to the  w arden’s skill w ith  a .243 
W inchester.

Koller was the  quintessence of singlem indedness.
H e rem inds us, for example, th a t the  m ountain  griz

zly is one of the  rarest prizes am ong the  whole range of 
N orth  A m erican trophies. For hunters who don’t  have a 
lot o f tim e to  go stom ping th rough  the  woods, th e  griz
zly is killed by baiting m ore often th an  not. This m ethod, 
according to Koller, does not rate very high as sport, but 
if success is w hat you’re  after, it is the  only way to  fly. 
Koller has to  adm it, however, th a t there is no good griz
zly hunting to  be had in  the  lower forty-eight states.

N ote th e  order o f his observations: (1) single out 
the  endangered species; (2) show us how to  kill it; (3) 
lam ent th e  absence of said species. This is Koller’s pat
te rn  th roughout The Treasury o f Hunting. He cautions 
his readers against killing  ce rta in  endangered species, 
th en  dem onstrates the  m ost efficient way to  do it. His 
conclusion to  th is spectacle of loss, from  the  vanishing 
grizzlies to  the  sage grouse and  p innated  grouse, pas
senger pigeons, N ew  England hea th  hens, g reat auks, 
Labrador ducks, and so on usually has som ething to  do 
w ith  fate. The m oose in New England “gradually disap
peared under the pressure of progress.” Progress is better 
roads, bigger tow ns and cities, and, of course, m ore effi
cient rifles.

I would like to  th in k  that Koller is unique am ong out
door journalists in his ability to shrug off responsibility 
for vanish ing  w ildlife, for his tendency to  ascribe con
trasting  m oral qualities to  the  anim als for w hich he has
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contem pt and the  ones he adm ires, and for the  ease w ith 
w hich he reduces fascinating and beautiful an im als to 
m ere targets. But readers o f outdoor m agazines every
w here in  N orth  A m erica w ill already know  th a t Larry 
Koller has not cornered the  m arket on indifference to 
the plight of the  anim als he kills.

We are  ta lk ing  about an  en tire  cu ltu re  here. As a 
hun ter in my tw enties, I adm ired  Koller’s book. Lots 
o f guys adm ired  th is book. We m ust have grow n up 
th in k in g  th a t the  an im als w ere th ere  for our shooting 
pleasure. Just as farm  anim als were there simply to feed 
us, the  anim als in the w ilderness w ere a resource.

W here does th is attitude com e from  th a t puts us at 
the top of a moral hierarchy? I will never know  for sure, 
bu t som etim es I th in k  it’s as old as Genesis i ,  verse 28: 

“G od blessed [m an and  wom an], and God said to  them , 
‘Be fru itfu l and  multiply, and  fill th e  e a rth  an d  sub
due it; and have dom inion over th e  fish of the  sea and 
over the  birds of the  air and over every living th ing  that 
moves upon the  earth .’ ” W hen we th in k  about the  kind 
of heartless en titlem ent th a t passage has inspired, the  
subjugation o f all th a t is w ild, and the  dom estication of 
the  land and  its creatures and  the  people w ho hunted  
them , Genesis reads like a farm er’s dream  and a hun ter’s 
nightm are.

If God o r King James had hired  me to  w rite  th is pas
sage, I would have told the  story as follows. God blessed 
them and said to them, “Go forth and maintain a stable 
economy and a population based on sustainable growth. Go 
forth and subtract if you have to, and explore the earth and 
enjoy it; and live in harmony with the fish o f the sea and the
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birds o f the air, and don’t just shoot the birds because some 
doofus in a hunting magazine told you they were mere tar
gets that didn’t feel pain.”

W hat happens w hen we come to believe th a t anim als 
are subjects of our dom inion, merely there for our needs 
and not there  in  and for them selves, cohabitants of the 
p lanet, so to  speak, is th a t we objectify th em  w ithou t 
the  tin iest regret. Instead of prairies and forests, we end 
up w ith  industrial space in  w hich w ild flora are labeled 
weeds. And the  w ild anim als becom e targets. W ho could 
possibly lam ent the destruction of a m ere target?

Surely not Ernest Hemingway. D uring  my com ing 
o f age, he was a hero to  all of us w ho loved the  out-of- 
doors, th e  em bodim ent of courage, m anliness, and  
passion for the  hunt. Skillful as Larry Koller was at w rit
ing about guns, he was incapable of w riting  about wild 
anim als. Koller could never have w ritten  the  following 
description o f a fallen kudu bull: “I looked at h im , big, 
long-legged, a sm ooth gray w ith  th e  w hite stripes and 
th e  great, curling , sw eeping horns, brow n as w alnut 
m eats, and ivory pointed, at the  big ears and the  great, 
lovely heavy-maned neck the w hite chevron betw een his 
eyes and the  w hite of his muzzle and I stooped over and 
touched h im  to try  to  believe it. He was lying on the  side 
w here the  bullet had gone in and there  was not a m ark 
on  h im  and he smelled sw eet and lovely like the breath  
of cattle  and the  odor of thym e after rain .”

This description is from  H em ingw ay’s Green Hills of 
Africa, a nonfiction account o f his safari in  D ecem ber 
1933. W hat strikes m e in  th is  descrip tion  is th e  in ti
m acy and respect th a t Hem ingway dem onstrates toward
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the  anim al he has just brought down. H e stoops over to 
touch the  great beast “to try  to believe it” and smells an  
odor th a t rises like the  soul of a dying saint.

Teddy Roosevelt was Ernest H em ingw ay’s first and 
greatest hero. And very m uch like Roosevelt would have 
done, H em ingw ay argues strenuously  against baiting  
and shooting lions from blinds and shooting them  from 
vehicles. He calls it “m urder.” He rails against hunters 
w ho shoot pronghorn antelope from  jeeps. He w rites of 
dangerous trophy an im als like the  A frican buffalo and 
the  leopard w ith  great respect.

The following descrip tion o f H em ingw ay shooting 
hyenas, then , reads like a curious exception to the  rule. 

“Highly hum orous was the  hyena obscenely loping, full 
belly dragging, at daylight on the  plain, who, shot from 
the  stern , skittered on into speed to tum ble end over end. 
M irth  provoking was the  hyena that stopped out of range 
by an alkali lake to  look back and, h it in the  chest, w ent 
over on his back, his four feet and his full belly in  the  air. 
N othing could be m ore jolly th an  the  hyena com ing sud
denly wedge-headed and stinking out of high grass by a 
donga, h it at ten  yards, who raced his tail in  th ree  n ar
rowing, scam pering circles un til he died.”

Hem ingw ay’s gun-bearer M ’Cola finds th is all very 
funny, but H em ingway seems to share in th e  joke. He 
is th e  shooter here. N ote his su m m ary  of an im als 
killed during  his first week or tw o in  Africa. It is w or
thy of Teddy Roosevelt at his m ost rapacious. “As far as 
bag goes, if anyone is in terested , we have good heads 
of Eland, W aterbuck, G rant Roberts! and other gazelles. 
A fine roan antelope, tw o big leopard, and excellent, if
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not record, impala; also the  lim it all around on cheetah. 
They are m uch too nice an  an im al to  shoot and  I w ill 
never kill a n o th e r . . .  O n the  o ther hand w e shot thirty- 
five hyena out o f th e  lot th a t follow th e  w ildebeeste 
m igration to  keep after the  cows th a t are about to  calve 
and wish we had am m unition to kill a hundred.”

Sharks fare no b e tte r in H em ingw ay’s sights. Again, 
note th e  carefu l accoun ting  of th e  dead. “I have a 
Thom pson Sub M achine gun  and  we shoot sharks w ith  
it. Shot 27 in  tw o weeks. All over ten  feet long. As soon 
as they put their heads out we give them  a burst.”

I have a w ary adm iration  for H em ingw ay’s respect 
for the  an im als he kills, but it’s difficult to  separate 
m y cherished version of h im  as a w rite r from  the  m an 
w ho created  such carnage. The w ildlife, like his m any 
wives, seem  to  be there  solely for his pleasure, however 
ill-conceived. O f gam e birds, he confesses: “I th in k  they 
all w ere m ade to  shoot because if they  w ere no t why 
did they  give th em  th a t w h irr of w ings th a t moves you 
suddenly m ore th an  any love of country? W hy did they 
m ake them  all so good to  eat and why did they m ake the 
ones w ith  silent flight like wood-cock, snipe, and lesser 
bustard, better eating even th an  the rest?” No doubt this 
is an  exam ple of H em ingw ay hum or, but I can ’t  quite 
escape the  suspicion th a t he m eans every word of it.

W hich leads me to  the u ltim ate puzzle: Hem ingway’s 
chu rn ing  com pulsion to kill w ild game. H e w rites about 
it w ith  charac teristic  candor in Death in the Afternoon. 

“O ne of th e  greatest pleasures . . .  is the  feeling of rebel
lion against death  w hich comes from  its adm inistering. 
O nce you accept the  ru le  of death , thou  shalt not kill
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is an  easily and natu rally  obeyed com m andm ent. But 
w hen  a m an  is still in  rebellion against death  he has a 
pleasure in  tak ing  to h im self one of th e  Godlike a ttri
butes; that of giving it. This is one of the  m ost profound 
feelings in those m en who enjoy killing.”

This im pulse in  Hem ingway—killing to cheat death , 
killing to  keep alive—resurfaces elsew here in his w rit
ing. Harry, the  dying protagonist of Hem ingway’s classic 
short story “The Snows of K ilim anjaro,” is an  obvious 
projection o f the  H em ingw ay persona: he is obsessed 
w ith  m anliness, he loves to  h u n t in  Africa, and  he is a 
ta len ted  w riter w ho m arries w ealthy w om en w hom  he 
accuses of d istracting  h im  from  his w riting . H arry  is 
dying of gangrene poisoning in his leg. He and his wife 
sit beneath the shade of a great m im osa tree, w aiting for 
a rescue plane to arrive, and H arry  lapses into a w ound
ing tirade against his wife. She begins to  weep. W hen he 
observes the  dam age he has done, he says, “Listen . . .  do 
you th in k  th a t it is fun  to do this? I don’t know  why I’m 
doing it. It’s trying to  kill to keep yourself alive.”

Perhaps th e  am bivalence w e all m anifest is unique, 
o u r ow n b rand  o f m ixed feelings. If so, H em ing
w ay’s am bivalence abou t h u n tin g  is as vexed and 
doublem inded as it comes. In a life dogged w ith  lim ited 
achievem ent, uncertain ty , and doubt, I prefer my own 
brand of ambivalence.

w i l l i a m  f a u l k n e r ’s b o o k s  sit to the  left of H em ing
way’s on the  shelf of my study. On the  surface of things, 
Faulkner m atches up ra th e r nicely w ith  Hem ingway. 
They w ere born  and  died in  the  sam e era, only a few
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years ap art at bo th  ends. They were both  superb novel
ists, bo th  Nobel Laureates, and both  chronic drinkers. 
Like H em ingw ay, Faulkner w as a passionate hun ter, 
and he kept at it all his life, bu t in his late fifties, unlike 
Hemingway, Faulkner found him self m ellowing in unex
pected  ways. In a le tte r to  Jean Stein, he said th a t he 
was about to  re tu rn  to the  Delta coun try  in  Mississippi 
for his annual N ovem ber hunt. He tells her, however, 
th a t he no longer w anted  to  shoot any deer. He simply 
w anted to chase them  on his horse. His confession went 
farther. He told her that he did not w ant to  kill anything 
anym ore and th a t he would probably give his guns away. 
Every tim e he saw a w ild anim al that, ordinarily, he and 
his friends would try  to hunt dow n, he felt loath to  pull 
the  trigger. He was re tu rn in g  to  the  Delta for the  com 
panionship w ith his old friends and the whiskey and the 
stories around  the  cam pfire. W hen Faulkner moved to 
V irginia at the  end of his life, he continued to  pursue the 
fox hun t, b u t like m any of his com panions, he had no 
interest in  killing a fox.

In  my h u n tin g  prim e, I read Faulkner like scrip 
ture. The m ost profound—the greatest—hunting story I 
have ever been able to find is Faulkner’s “The Bear,” a 
novella o f som e 132 pages. It was published in a linked 
sequence of Faulkner stories en titled  Go Down, Moses 
(1942). In “The Bear,” young Ike M cCaslin is on a quest 
to hunt for Old Ben, a huge black bear w ith  a trap-ruined 
foot, a quarry  th a t had becom e larger th an  life in  the  
D elta co u n try  of ru ra l M ississippi. Old Ben w as the  
scourge of countless farm ers in Yoknapatawpha County, 
Faulkner’s m ythical kingdom. The bear had a reputation
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for invading farm s and  m aking off w ith  a w ide assort
m ent of anim als. M any hunters cam e to  the  Big Woods 
to  kill him , but Old Ben simply m angled th e ir dogs and 
som ehow  absorbed all th e  am m unition  they could fire 
at him . The bear had entered the  young Ike M cCaslin’s 
im agination the  way m onsters inhab it o u r dream s, but 
this m onster seems to have inspired m ore awe th an  ter
ror in Ike’s m ind. Gradually the  bear becom es godlike.

W hen the  story begins, Ike is sixteen years old and 
already a skilled hunter and w oodsm an. His m entor has 
been Sam Fathers, the  son of a Chickasaw  chief and a 
black slave w om an. Ike’s m ost m em orable hun ting  com 
panion is Boon Hogganbeck, a sort of likeable troglodyte 
w ho is also part Chickasaw. Ike is aching to  see the  bear, 
even for an  instan t, but he has no luck until he starts  to 
confer w ith  Sam Fathers.

Sam tells h im  th a t his rifle is the  problem , th a t Ike 
will have to choose betw een  carry ing  his rifle into the 
woods and seeing the  bear. As long as young Ike carries a 
w eapon in his quest to see the  bear, he is ta in ted  and the 
bear w ill not show itself. Ike’s reliance on  his rifle, and 
on the  m anm ade technology the  rifle represents, seems 
to  m ilitate against the  strange natural powers th a t reign 
in the  forest. U narm ed, Ike re tu rns to  the  woods, relying 
only upon his w atch and compass to  orient him self, but 
leaving the  rifle behind is clearly not enough. He has to 
relinquish completely to the  unseen powers of the  forest. 
He offers up  his w atch and  com pass by hanging  them  
on the  branches of a bush. Thus stripped of all his m an- 
made acoutrem ents, young Ike can enter the  woods.
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Soon he is lost, bu t he fights dow n th e  panic and 
spies a crooked p rin t in  the  ground, and an o th er one, 
and another. The prints lead him  right back to his aban
doned w atch, and com pass, and then  he sees the bear: 

“It did not emerge, appear: it was just there, immobile, 
fixed in the green and windless noon's hot dappling, not 
as big as he had dreamed it but as big as he had expected, 
bigger, dimensionless against the dappled obscurity, look
ing at him.” Note how lyrical Faulkner's prose has become. 
The “dimensionless” bear is presented to us as though it 
were a ghost, a m ythic presence, something more than a 
wild creature. The bear leaves the scene as mysteriously as 
it arrived. It doesn’t amble back into the forest. “It faded, 
sank back into the wilderness w ithout motion.” Again, 
there is more awe than fear evoked by Ike’s brief sighting 
of the bear.

The clim ax of the  story comes w hen the  bear is at last 
cornered by an  unholy  tribe  o f dogs and  hunters. This 
final confrontation  betw een the  bear and  its pursuers, 
though  presen ted  in realistic detail, reads like a saga 
from southern folklore. Som ething m ightier th an  a bear 
is killed in  th is scene, and Ike M cCaslin is left to con
tem plate the end of an  era, the  death of a god.

O ddly enough, however, th is  fine story  does not 
end w ith  the  death  of the  bear. It goes on in its moody, 
obscure, and brilliant way for at least seventy m ore pages. 
The bear is gone, b u t a strange m om entum  carries us 
along w ith  Ike and  his com patriots through a bew ilder
ing process of introspection and grieving. W hen the  bear 
dies, so does Sam Fathers and his dem onic dog. W ithout
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the bear and old Sam to  preside over the  Big Woods, the 
w ilderness is bereft and  unguarded , and  it is doom ed 
to fall prey to the  sawm ills and tim ber crew s th a t w ill 
be nibbling at the  edges o f the  great forest. Before the 
lum ber com pany moves in to cut the  rem aining tim ber, 
however, Ike re tu rns to walk the  woods again, th is tim e 
as a young m an. He seeks out his old hun ting  com pan
ion, Boon Hogganbeck, w ho is apparently hun ting  near 
an  old gum  tree that all the  hunters use as a reconnoiter- 
ing place.

Boon was the  m an w ho ultim ately slew the  bear. He 
was a huge pow erful clum sy fellow w ho was as fearless 
and  faithful as any hun ting  dog, and  alm ost as sm art. 
But like Old Ben the  bear, Boon was destined to  becom e 
a legend, a Daniel Boone w ithou t the  w oodsy wisdom , 
the w oodcraft, or the  glamor.

Before Ike can  find Boon at the  old gum  tree , he 
w anders th rough  th e  bearless woods lost in  though t 
and alm ost steps on an  old rattler. The snake is over six 
feet long, and presented to  us in realistic term s, bu t it 
is in teresting  how  Faulkner’s m yth ic im agery gathers 
around this creature in the  sam e way th a t it gave depth 
to  the  bear. The head of the  rattlesnake is raised higher 
th an  Ike’s knee and w ith in  easy strik ing distance of Ike. 
The snake is described as old, its m arkings as dull as the 
leafless woods in  spring w here, “it craw led and lurked: 
the  old one, the  ancien t and  accursed about the  ea rth , 
fatal and solitary.”

This is not just an  easte rn  diam ondback rattler, the 
largest and m ost dangerous of all N orth  A m erican venom 
ous snakes, but “th e  old one, the  ancien t and  accursed
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about the  e a r th ” To Ike, this is the  sam e serpent, “evoca
tive of all knowledge,” th a t prom ised u ltim ate  wisdom  
to  Eve in th a t o ther garden w here it all began. Perhaps 
he sees the  serpent as the  new  landlord of th is h un ter’s 
paradise. The bear has been replaced by a new  god, one 
th a t will preside over the d ism antling of the  Big Woods. 
It glides away, and Ike recovers and walks on.

H e continues to  search  for Boon u n til he hears a 
frenzied h am m ering  noise com ing from  th e  d irection  
of the  gum  tree. This tree  is full of squirrels in a sud
den state of panic. Several dozen of them  are scurrying 
all over the  tree  from  tw ig  to  b ranch  as though they 
had been am bushed. The noise Ike had heard was Boon 
ham m ering  away at the  breech of his old dism em bered 
gun, try ing  to repair it, as though he had gone insane. 
Remember, this is Boon Hogganbeck, the  u ltim ate bear 
slayer, who has caught the  stranded squirrels by surprise. 
He doesn’t look up at Ike’s approach; he simply yells at 
h im  to  get out of his way. The squirrels are Boon’s for the 
killing.

Like Moby Dick, th is is a hunting story, and like Moby 
Dick, Faulkner’s tale is a great deal more. He is not going 
to lead us to th e  h ea rt of the  Big W oods just to  watch 
a great b ea r get ru n  dow n and  killed. He is going to 
look long and  hard  at the  consequences of th is act, the 
inevitable destruction  of the  bear’s habitat and, w ith  it, 
the  loss of th a t heroic w orld of great hunters and near- 
m ythic beasts. Not th a t hun ting  is inherently  wrong, but 
m an’s heartless presum ption that he can own the  wilder
ness and tu rn  it into a quick profit, th is destruction and 
consequent loss of paradise becomes a tragedy of biblical
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proportions. This conclusion seems entirely  consistent 
w ith  th e  views of a w riter w ho is losing his in stinc t for 
th e  kill. But Faulkner’s am bivalence tow ard h u n tin g  
has allowed h im  to create a m onum ent o f sad wisdom , 
w hich is his tribu te to  the  doom ed wilderness.

h a i g -b r o w n , Ro d e r i c k , l i e s  to  th e  left o f H em ing
way, E rnest, on  my shelf. M oving from  th e  w ork  o f 
H em ingw ay and  F au lk n er to  th e  w ritin g s o f R oder
ick Haig-Brown is like choosing a h u n tin g  buddy who 
is closer to hom e, less neurotically  driven, and perhaps 
not so m orose to  d rink  w ith. His politics w ere decidedly 
to the  left of those of Teddy Roosevelt. Haig-Brown was 
to British Colum bia as his contem porary  Aldo Leopold 
w as to  W isconsin. From  my you thfu l read ing  days to 
m y late tw enties, I found no  one w ho w rote about fish
ing and h u n tin g  w ith  g reater au tho rity  th a n  Roderick 
Haig-Brown. N atu ralist, m ag istrate , fly-fisher, hun ter, 
bureaucrat, and above all, a w riter, he penned  novels and 
dabbled in poetry, bu t he becam e famous prim arily  from 
his na tu re  w riting  in Life, th e  New Yorker, Harper’s, the  
Atlantic Monthly, and  Outdoor Life and  w ith  such nonfic
tion books as A River Never Sleeps and Measure o f the Year.

As a young em igre in Cam pbell River, British Colum 
bia, Haig-Brown attem pted  to ea rn  a living as a w riter. 
H e acquired  a fascination w ith  m ountain  lions, so he 
apprenticed h im self to a fam ed hun ter on Vancouver 
Island, John Cecil “C ougar” Sm ith. A lthough his m en
to r claim ed to  have killed at least six hundred  cougars 
in his career as a bounty hunter, Haig-Brown apparently 
lost h eart for the  kill after tak ing  his first tw o o r th ree
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cougars. In his youth, he was a prodigious killer of game 
birds, rabbits, and  deer, but w ith  these g reat cats that 
fascinated him  so, he cam e to “hate  the  m om ent of the 
s h o t”

I w onder w hat Larry Koller w ould have said about 
Roderick Haig-Brown? Hmm. Sounds a bit doubleminded 
to me.

Cougar hunting, Haig-Brown claim s, is “im m easur
ably th e  m ost in teresting  form  of large-gam e hun ting  I 
have ever know n, the  strongest test of a m an’s w oodcraft 
and endurance, calling for tru ly  beautiful work by well- 
trained  dogs. . . ” but cougar killing clearly w ent against 
his g rain . H is early novel Panther was w ritten  alm ost 
entirely from  the  point of view of the  cougar, and  from 
th is narra tion  we gain  a surprisingly in tim ate  view of 
the  life cycle of the  great cats: their grow th  to m aturity, 
th e ir hunting  patterns, th e ir ru tting , the  enem ies they 
had to  contend w ith , their legendary curiosity.

In Measure o f the Year (1950), Haig-Brown recounts 
stories of heedless slaughter around Cam pbell River and 
elsew here and  predicts th a t the  outcom e will be sad 
indeed for the  m ost vulnerable o f w ild creatures: the 
ivory-billed w oodpecker, for exam ple, and  th e  tru m 
peter swan. H e tells a particularly  heartbreaking story of 
tw o m en w ith  rifles and a speedboat w ho shoot a swan, 
w ound it, chase it dow n w ith  their boat, and kill it.

Remember the thousands upon thousands of hunt
ers to whom hunting is shooting and everything 
betw een shots is slow. Remember how m any men 
believe that a bag limit, preferably in competition
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w ith  their fellows, is high trium ph. Remember 
the hunters who overshoot limits, who fail to pick 
up birds they have killed and shoot others instead, 
who wound more birds than  they ever bring home. 
Remember that the num ber and proportion of all 
these increases steadily year by year, that new roads 
open up new country, that settlem ent and develop
m ent closes old country, and I th ink the pattern is 
clear. There cannot be stocks of wild life to m ain
tain the sport indefinitely.

H eartless hunting, th en , is the  enemy, and com pas
sionate hun ting  is the  answ er for Haig-Brown and  his 
m any disciples. In th is way, he can  argue th a t hunters 
are the

keenest and most effective of all conservationists.
If they are responsible for nine-tenths of the avoid
able destruction of wildlife, they are responsible for 
at least nine-tenths of the effective conservation, 
because they have the num bers and organization 
and voting weight to be effective, and because they 
have the strongest of all possible reasons to be effec
tive: their own survival as hunters is exactly related 
to the survival of the creatures they h u n t . . . The 
hardest task they have to do is to persuade their fel
low hunters that sport is hunting, not killing.

In an  era  w hen  env iro n m en ta lism  had  not yet 
becom e a w ord, Haig-Brow n becam e th e  p ro to type
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of th e  hun ter-as-env ironm en talis t, th e  h u n te r w ith  
a conscience. He is one o f those w riters, like Faulkner 
and  H em ingw ay, w ho en tered  my b loodstream  and 
never quite left it. T here are  m om ents in  my w riting  
life w hen I w onder if I’ve plagiarized him . There have 
been m om ents in  my hunting life w hen he m ight alm ost 
have guided me. The following tale describes one such 
m om ent.

s c o t t  s m i t h  a n d  I attem pted  once again to ru n  the 
W ild Hay River, he in his canoe and I once m ore in my 
ru b b er dinghy and nonm atch ing  oars. But th is  tim e 
h u n tin g  was to  prove im possible; the  river had fallen 
drastically, and  it was now too shallow  for us to ru n  it. 
Right then  and there, we had to  m ake a decision. Scott 
had a g irlfriend in  Edm onton, and  I did not, so w ith  
som e reluctance, he drove back to Edm onton, leaving 
me and my Volkswagen Beetle to my own devices.

It was a stunningly beautiful m orning in early O cto
ber. I had brought my fly rod along just in  case. Scott 
rem inded  m e th a t I was a m ere hour’s drive from  a 
lake in Jasper th a t we had often fished in the  fall. M ina 
Lake. It was full of brook trout. D uring the  previous fall 
I had seen an enorm ous one nosing th rough  th e  shal
lows. I prom ised th a t brookie I’d be back for ano ther 
engagem ent. And now, if I had tim ed things right, these 
brookies w ould be staging in  th e ir prespaw ning mode. 
They w ould becom e territo ria l and  aggressive and race 
each o ther to  get to a fly. Driving to Jasper was an  easy 
decision.
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Because it was late in  the  year, if my m em ory serves 
me, th ere  was no one m ann ing  th e  gate at th e  park 
en trance. And th ere  was certa in ly  no sign o f any con
servation officers. There were no tourists left to  bo ther 
about. I drove n o rth  of th e  Jasper tow nsite on the  Pyra
m id Lake Road and parked at the  M ina Lake trailhead.

I had my rifle in the  car. The area was deserted. I had 
heard  some reports of lowland grizzlies on this trail, and 
although I’d  never seen one, I had  seen several black 
bears here. Knowing that I would be all alone on  the trail 
w ith  no thing but a fly rod to  protect m e—well, that m ade 
m e nervous enough to  reconsider th e  w hole excursion. 
But I w anted to have a go at those lovely brook trout.

Now, here’s a real confession. I loaded my rifle and 
th rew  it over my shoulder. O n a h ike in  th e  m oun tain  
parks, or any other wildlife preserve, this is a really stupid 
th ing to do. Honestly, I never w ant to be th a t young again.

The fly-fishing was splendid th a t day. I caught and 
released at least a dozen brook trou t and kept tw o nice 
ones. I w ould use these  fish to  feed my friends w ho 
were hosting m e that night at a cabin. I cleaned the  tw o 
fish and tossed the guts to  som e m ink th a t w ere forag
ing am ong some rock ledges by the  side of the  lake. An 
angler m ore m indfu l th a n  I on  th a t day w ould have 
buried  the  guts, but these m ink were clearly hungry  for 
them , so I broke one of the  ru les of p ruden t fishing. I 
guess it was a day for breaking rules.

I th in k  my rifle was again strapped over my shoulder, 
my fly rod was in my right hand, and  w ith  the  o th er I 
m ust have carried  the  fish on a stick th a t I w ould have 
th ru s t  th rough  th e ir  gills and  out th e  jaws. In o ther
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words, my hands were full and I smelled of fish. I had a 
basketball referee’s whistle on a lanyard around my neck. 
In those days, in  case of danger from  a bear or in case of 
getting lost, we carried  loud whistles.

The hike to  my car was about th ree  miles. The trail 
tak es  you dow n from  M in a  th ro u g h  th e  fo rest to  a 
small parking lot at th e  side o f the  Pyram id Lake Road. 
T hese are  low land m oun tains, no t at all like th e  tow 
ering  m ountains in Yoho or Lake Louise, and so about 
half the  trees along the  trail are deciduous, and in early 
O ctober th e  d ry ing  yellow leaves of aspens absolutely 
covered the  ground. You could n o t w alk  quietly  along 
the  path; you w ould be shuffling and  crunch ing  leaves 
as you went.

I had gone about a mile dow n the  trail w hen I heard, 
from  a ridge above me, a deer, o r som e anim al, p ranc
ing through th e  trees. I could only just m ake it out as it 
descended th ro u g h  th e  recently  bare aspens and w ild 
b erry  bushes. As I con tinued  along th e  tra il, the  noise 
from  th is  deer becam e louder, and  I rem em ber th in k 
ing th a t wild animals were supposed to be stealthy movers. 
But the  crisp fallen leaves would not allow my friend the 
deer to  approach quietly, and I kept on walking, no doubt 
w rapped in  a dream  of stuffed and baked brook trout.

A nd th en  I stopped w alking and squin ted  through 
the aspens and dogwood at the  lovely fawn-colored crea
tu re  th a t approached me. It was the  approaching p a rt that 
gave me pause. It was now about a hundred feet away. I 
raised th e  w histle to  my lips and gave it a m ighty blast. 
The deer seem ed to  deflate and disappear by crouching 
dow n behind some berry bushes.
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Even a clueless young guy, if he’s done any cam ping 
and hiking, knows a few th ings about deer. They don’t 
tend  to  follow people in the  bush, and w hen they have 
been  w histled  at, they  don’t crouch dow n beh ind  the  
shrubbery  to rem ain  out of sight. If they are even the  
slightest bit alarm ed, they bound away through th e  trees. 
This particu lar deer had a very long tail w ith  a black tip, 
and although the  deer in  question was out of sight, its 
tail swayed back and forth above the bushes like a cobra 
to  the  music of a flute.

Oh, Jesus, it wasn’t a deer.
I had not in tended to troll for cougars th a t day, but 

I’d found one. I backed away and  continued dow n the 
trail, th in k in g  th a t my w histle had done its work. But 
the  cougar followed me, and by the  tim e I had reached 
the  halfway point on the trail, it was less th an  fifty feet 
from  me, crouched dow n in  th e  open now, an  appall
ingly beautiful big cat.

U ntil th is m om ent, I had probably forgotten th a t I 
had a loaded rifle hanging from my shoulder. I lowered 
the  fish and my fly rod and took the  rifle into both hands. 
I did not raise the  rifle to aim  it or even lever a shell into 
the  breech. I simply stared at the  cat, and it stared right 
back at me. The air from  M ina Lake to  this point on the 
trail m ust have been saturated  w ith  the  arom a of trou t 
guts. And here was the  result of my carelessness.

I m ight have stood there  on the  trail gaw king at the  
cougar for a m inute or m ore. I rem em ber it as a fairly 
long tim e. And I will never prove th is to  anyone, but it 
seem s to  me th a t som eth ing  passed betw een  m e and



T h e  D a w n i n g  o f  A m b i v a l e n c e  ■ 97

the great cat—a message of some kind: that I now knew 
w hat it was, and th a t it had stalked me, and because of 
this th ing  I held w ith  bo th  hands in front of my chest, I 
was not afraid of it. I w anted  to stay longer and stretch  
out th e  m om ent of o u r encounter, just as right now, as 
I w rite  these words, I w ant to  hang on to  this m om ent 
and gaze back through forty years into those amazingly 
beautiful w ild and terrible eyes.

But I had th ings to do, friends to  share supper w ith. 
Besides, killing a cougar was un th inkab le. I retrieved 
the  stick w ith  the  two trout, picked up the  fly rod, shoul
dered my rifle, and backed away dow n the  path. At last I 
tu rn ed  my back on the great cat and walked all the  way 
to  my car.

Not once during this encounter did I recall the  words 
of Teddy Roosevelt, L arry Koller, E rnest Hemingway, 
W illiam  Faulkner, or Roderick Haig-Brown. Not once 
did I revisit the  tw o versions o f the  cougar Koller and 
Haig-Brown had presented to  m e in th e ir  books. The 
cougar as spitting coward. The cougar as superb hunter 
and stalker. But I cam e to  a m om ent of discovery there, 
th a t in using my rifle not as a w eapon but m erely as a 
th in g  to  hold in  reserve, som eth ing  th a t allow ed me 
enough repose to  gaze upon the  perfec t beauty  of a 
m ountain lion, I was firm ly in the  cam p of Haig-Brown 
and Faulkner. W ithout a m om ent’s choosing, I had som e
how chosen sides.
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N im ro d . . .  w as the firs t on earth  to be a m igh ty  

m an. He was a m igh ty  h u n ter before the Lord. 

g e n e s i s  1 0 ,  v e rs e s  8 - 9

T he prom oter o f  the colossal ta sk  [build ing  th e  Tow er o f  Babel, 

w hich w ould  reach up  into the heavens] w as N o a h ’s grandson  

N im rod, w hose m ad  am bition  w as to invade the K ingdom  o f God. 

a l b e r t o  m a n g u e l .  The City o f Words

u n t i n g  i n  the late sixties and early seventies, for me,
was somehow different from my earlier excursions. 

It was like the switch from slow dance and jive to detached, 
free-form rock n roll. In the fifties we held our partner or our 
partner’s hands; we tried to learn the moves and so did they. 
But with sixties rock ’n  roll, all conventions went out the door 
as we gyrated our bodies farther and farther away from our 
partners and from what our parents thought we should do. 
Hunting in my youth derived entirely from what my dad and 
his generation of hunters taught me. There were truths that
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boys and men tended to accept, especially that hunting was 
far and away the best thing a dad could do with his kid.

A round the  tim e I was stalked by the  cougar in Jasper 
Park, however, som eth ing  had begun to  change. H unt
ing had becom e such a suspect form  of recreation that 
people all around  m e seem ed to  p retend  it d idn’t  exist. 
Leaf th rough  a thousand  m agazines of general in ter
est (Maclean’s, Time, Life, People, the  Atlantic Monthly, 
etc.) during  th e  m id-sixties to the  early seventies, the 
chronicles of urban  and rural life, you m ight look in vain 
for a single item  on hunting. H unting, from  the  daw n
ing of the  Age o f Aquarius to the  last toke of exhausted 
hippydom , was considered m ore an ach ron istic  th an  
girdles, hula hoops, and Guy Lombardo. W ho knows? 
If you pursued th is passion for guns and shooting, you 
m ight end up like H em ingway did.

My aw areness of th is  cu ltu ra l sh ift cam e slowly. It 
started  w hen I moved to  the  U nited States to pursue a 
m aster’s degree. I w ent off to  Eugene, Oregon, in 1965 
and eventually cam e to live in a ram shackle house w ith  a 
fellow from Belfast nam ed Jack Foster. O ur landlord and 
lady w ere Bill and  Peggy Roecker, a welcom ing young 
couple w ho often invited us to  join them  in  Thanksgiv
ing dinners or parties dow nstairs or outings of all kinds. 
Bill Roecker (pronounced “w recker”) was a young w riter 
who had just re tu rn ed  from  his m ilitary  service w hen 
the  w ar in  V ietnam  was really heating  up. H e seemed 
very glad to  be out of the  arm y and back h ittin g  the 
books. He was a prom ising w rite r and poet, a profane, 
burly fellow w ith  a voice like an  avalanche. “C arpenter,
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ya gotta see this! I just shot the  shit o u tta  th is duck!” If 
W alt W hitm an  had n ’t first conceived of th e  barbaric  
yawp, Roecker w ould have invented it. He w ould roar 
these words as a goad to  my restrained  C anadian ways. 
He took Jack and  me hun ting  and  fishing a num ber of 
tim es along the  creeks and  ridges of th e  W illam ette  
Valley.

Bill had an  ex-arm y buddy nam ed Johnny M erw in 
w ho never seem ed at hom e in  the  postm ilitary  world, 
except w hen he was hun ting  or fishing som ewhere back 
in the  hills. He was a w ild m an in every possible way. 
W ild w hen d ru n k , w ild on th e  hun t, w ild in courtship, 
w ild as the  anim als. He could m im ic the  calls o f geese, 
crows, herons, and  songbirds or th e  snarls of cougars 
and  bears. W ith his gangly body he could even m im ic 
the  m ovem ents of these critters. As we bounced along 
the  trails in Roecker’s cam per, w ithout w arning, Johnny 
would s ta r t  braying or squaw king to  a chorus o f belly 
laughs. He seem ed to  prefer th is exotic version of hee
haw to talking w ith  us.

Roecker and  M erw in. These w ere our hun ting  bud
dies, c irca 1966 , w hen th a t good old tim e  becam e 
som ething else entirely. They were m ighty and m ad like 
Nim rod.

O n cam pus, H em ingw ay’s stock was falling. O ur 
professor seem ed com pelled to  defend his life and  his 
w ork and  his suicide to  classroom s of skeptical read
ers. The bom bing escalations in  V ietnam  had becom e 
increasingly unpopular. A nything to do w ith  guns, in 
th is  nation stacked high w ith  guns, becam e suspect. 
G uns w ere w hat th e  N ational G uard and  the  police
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ca rried  in  th e ir  a ttem p ts  to re s tra in  pro testers, evil 
phallic em blem s of oppression, th e ir barrels fit for the 
insertion of flowers during  tim es of protest.

I continued to  ven tu re outdoors w ith  Roecker and 
Johnny M erw in and  Jack Foster, but I learned  quickly 
not to  ta lk  to o thers about it. The good old party  was 
over. N ot in  ru ra l A m erica, not in  the  Texas of Presi
dent Lyndon Johnson, the  W yoming of Dick Cheney, the 
A rkansas of fu tu re  G overnor H uckabee, or the  Alaska 
o f Sarah Palin. But in  th e  cities and  college tow ns all 
over A m erica, the  com m on assum ption of the  essential 
goodness of boys and  m en hunting together cam e under 
serious revision.

Ah, well, I used to th ink. Where I come from, hunting is 
eternally normal. And so I re tu rned  to A lberta expecting 
to  revert to  my old ways and escape the m oral strictures 
o f th is  strange new  age. I also expected to  re tu rn  to 
hunting as soon as O ctober arrived. But by th is tim e, all 
o f my regular n im rod buddies w ere e ither m arried  and 
less available or off to  live in o ther cities or both.

I got a job as a schoolteacher to  pay off my student 
debts but foundered in  the  turbulen t seas of hippydom, a 
stranger to his own world, w ith  one foot in  that good old 
tim e, w hen guys hunted  w ith  their buddies, and one foot 
in the  bew ilderingly hip present, w here my old friends 
were sharing joints at parties as though nothing new  had 
happened in  my absence.

In the  fall of 1969, I fell into an  extended funk  th a t 
lasted seven m onths. These bouts w ith  m elancholia are 
th e  w rite rs  equivalent of an  undergraduate degree. If 
no thing else, a good long depression serves to  excise the
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perkiness from  a young w rite r’s prose. I’m  not entirely  
com fortab le  w ith  happiness, th e  em otion  m ost fre 
quently dram atized on television ads, but m elancholia is 
okay w ith  me, perhaps m erely the  downside of joy.

But in  th e  fall o f 1969, w hen I began my PhD, m el
ancholia w asn’t quite so innocuous. I w ould be struck  
dum b at gatherings and sleepw alk into the  corners of 
rooms, and friends had to  call me back from a long way 
off just to get a few words out of me. Every day at noon, I 
would w ander into the student cafeteria and d rin k  down 
a straw berry  m ilkshake, and  th a t was p re tty  m uch my 
sustenance for the  day. I lost a lot o f w eight th a t year. 
Every once in  a while, I m anaged to pull myself ou t of it 
and get a glimpse of w hat life could be like on the  o ther 
side of the  river.

Stoicism, like stubbornness, ru n s deep in  th e  C ar
penters. I should have been on Valium or som ething. I 
should have been seeing a counselor. I should have had 
the  courage and good sense to  know  th a t w hen  I was 
th is bum m ed out, I needed to  ask for help. But it fell 
on a handful of friends to keep me plugging along, and 
A1 Purkess was am ong the  best of these. H onest Al, we 
called him . He m ight have w ondered if I w as certifi
able, but he never said so. I had m et H onest Al in grade 
th ree , and there was scarcely ever a tim e that w e w eren’t 
friends.

We bo th  hated  graduate school and  liked th e  out- 
of-doors, so du rin g  th a t d ism al tim e, Al m anaged to 
convince me to  com e out now and th en  and  do a little 
w eekend hunting. T hat year we had some early snow in 
October, and the  ruffed grouse were at the  peak of their
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cycle. A fter every snowfall there  would be a m elt, and 
the  grouse would venture out of the bush to peck at the 
gravel and  w hat was left of th e  clover th a t grew, still 
green, at the  side of th e  trails and  side roads. In those 
days I drove a beige Volkswagen Beetle, and it took a lot 
of abuse in the  cause of hunting for sanity.

“Carp, see those trees on the  left? W hy don’t you drop 
me off up there  and drive back here, and I’ll w alk back 
tow ard you. Probably m eet you at that old barn , eh?”

“H uh?”
“The barn . That old th ing  up  there.”
“O h, right, the barn.”
“Drive m e up there, see? We can  w alk  tow ard each 

other.”
“Oh. Right.”
In your u rban  existence you m ight well be a d isen

chanted  grad student clad in regulation U.S. Army parka 
and sporting a scruffy beard. You might be overwhelm ed 
by your ow n insignificance an d  harb o rin g  a m ighty 
despair over the  w ar in V ietnam , the  state of your love 
life, the  loss of some of your buddies to  m arriage, or the 
fallen world in  general. You m ight have lost any reason 
w hatsoever for getting  out of bed in the  m orning, and 
you feel utterly alone in a world th a t feels less real w ith 
every day. You project this despair upon the entire world. 
But w hen you’re carry ing  a loaded shotgun, th ere  are 
m any reasons for th is gun not to  go off and only one rea
son to fire it. For these few hours, you cannot afford the 
luxury of solipsism.

Al w ould be up  th ere  crash ing  th rough  th a t grove 
of willows. He needs you to  head upw ind and stay alert
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for th a t first bird to flush. You have to  know w here he is. 
You have to  stop and listen for the  sound of large birds 
pattering  through the  leaves. You have to scan the  tracks 
ahead of you in the m elting snow. A m agpie’s tracks are 
long and th in , but a grouse’s tracks are shaped like stars. 
You have to peer into the  underbrush  for any th ing  th a t 
looks out of place, any m ovem ent, the  sm allest anomaly. 
You have to  w atch w here you step and  keep your index 
finger on the  safety. As you get caught up in these hunt
ers’ im peratives, g raduate  s tuden t Weltschmerz d rifts  
away like the  smoke from  your last joint. Somehow, for 
a few hours, life can  be a sim ple proposition. H unting 
w ith  Al did not feel like therapy, but it w as strangely 
therapeutic every tim e out.

W ith the help of a few friends like Honest Al, I stum 
bled out of the  Stupid Zone and back into the  grind. A 
few m onths la ter I was still a graduate  studen t, still 
studying for my com prehensive exam s, still h ittin g  the 
books for my French qualifying exam , my G erm an exam, 
still w riting  term  papers th a t only a few people would 
ever read, still searching for a d issertation  topic. But I 
was no longer certifiable.

I began looking around at o ther graduate students to 
detect signs of the  sam e m alaise from  w hich I was just 
recovering. O ne fellow sufferer was Lennie Hollander, 
a dyed-in-the-w ool bohem ian  from  so u th ern  C alifor
nia. Since his arrival in C anada and his escape from  the 
draft, Lennie had been a free spirit, a gu itar picker, poet, 
and potter. But as the grind of grad school began to  w ear 
h im  dow n, he seem ed to  m orph in to  an  angry revolu
tionary. He saw conspiracies all over the  place. His draft
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board in California was out to  get him , the  c i a  was out 
to get him , his PhD advisory com m ittee was out to  get 
him , the cam pus cops, his landlord.

For m any bright and bookish students back in the late 
sixties, graduate school was a kind of limbo. You didn’t 
have a real job. If you were lucky, you could teach a first- 
year class for a pittance. You read stacks of books and 
enough in terpretations of these books to fill a recycling 
bin, and then  you w rote papers and exam s th a t testified 
to your grow ing erudition. M any of us cam e to graduate 
school at this tim e seeking a com m unity of scholars, per
haps a literary salon w here w e could debate the  virtues 
of Proust until the  bars closed.

Hunting?
W ho am ong us would even adm it th a t he had ever 

held a gun or shot at a deer? O ne gloomy night at the bar, 
under the  influence of some weed Lennie had acquired, I 
adm itted  to h im  th a t I was a hunter. I tried  to  cast this 
confession in term s th a t Lennie m ight appreciate. I told 
him  th a t up here, in  the bush, you needed a gun for your 
ow n safety. A gross exaggeration, bu t in Lennie’s pres
ence I felt a need to justify my hunting habit. I told him  
about my encounter w ith  the  cougar in  Jasper and threw  
in a few bear stories for good m easure.

“I could get into that,” said Lennie.
He was an  adm irer o f Sam  Shepard, the  A m erican 

playwright and actor who was living in  Eastern Canada 
at the  tim e and  w ho had publicly extolled the  v irtues 
of hun ting  in the  M aritim es. O u r adm iration  for Sam 
Shepard was alm ost th e  only th in g  w e had in com m on, 
except for our loathing of graduate school.
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I had a hunch th a t a bit o f hun ting  would be w hat the 
doctor ordered for my paranoid friend.

“Could you get m e a gat?” he said.
A gat. Yes, I said, I could get h im  a gat. I m anaged 

to  borrow  an  old twelve-gauge pum p, and by Saturday 
m orning  we w ere headed n o rth  to  find some ducks. I 
wore my brow n canvas pants, m atching hat, and canvas 
jacket w ith  the red lining, the one that always seem ed to 
have w heat chaff in the  pockets. Lennie wore an  arm y 
greatcoat th a t cam e dow n to his ankles and a Nazi hel
m et. He looked pretty  bizarre for a guy on a hun ting  trip, 
especially a Jewish guy. But according to  his wife, Mar- 
tie, th is coat was Lennie’s only w arm  outerw ear. And the 
helm et, Lennie claim ed, would be good camouflage. But 
he was eager to  cast his (clearly aberrant) decision to  go 
hun ting  in some kind of acceptable political context. A 
cam py parody of suburban m anhood? A parody of m ili
tarism ? A way of connecting h im  to  the  long-coated and 
m isunderstood outlaws of the  Old West?

Lennie had his doubts. W hen w e drove into a grove 
of trees, brought out the  binocs, and  glassed o u r first 
slough, he m ust have realized th a t he w as a long way 
from  Los Angeles. W hen we clam bered out of my Beetle 
and loaded our guns, he m ust have w ondered if he was 
just having a bad dream  or perhaps an  acid flash. W hen 
a pair of m allards sw ung past us, however, he raised his 
gun  well before I could get m ine to  my shoulder and 
fired, and down cam e his very first duck.

Lennie began to roar w ith  laughter. I had heard him  
laugh sardonically before. I had heard him  laugh in w hat 
seem ed to m e an im itation of a movie villain’s cackle. I
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had heard Lennie laugh ironically, derisively, maniacally, 
and  joylessly. But until the  duck fell at our feet, I don’t 
th in k  th a t I had ever heard Lennie laugh joyfully. It was 
th e  laugh of a kid ru n n in g  through a sprinkler on a hot 
afternoon.

Lennie Hollander, my friend the  fierce revolutionary, 
had becom e hooked on hunting. He was never entirely 
reconciled to it, never entirely com fortable w ith  his role 
as slayer of ducks and  pheasants. Still, w hen th e  grad 
student blues brought ou t Lennie’s dem ons each autum n, 
he and I would head for the  countryside w ith  our guns 
and  vent our despair, side by side, tw o neurotics on a 
country  stroll. H e never m anaged to  bring capitalism  to 
its knees, but he did keep a few dem ons at bay.

L ennie was not always available for hun ting  trips, 
and H onest Al had gone back into the  world to  become 
a teacher. So on the  day I delivered my oral defense of 
my thesis topic, I was w ithou t a hun ting  buddy. M ort 
Ross, my thesis supervisor, urged m e to take a few days 
off from  grad studies and have some fun. I received this 
kindly advice in an  old build ing  know n as Assiniboia 
Hall, just outside the  m ain  office of the  English depart
m ent. I’d had a haircu t, I was clean shaven, and I was 
w earing a tie  and tw eed jacket and polished shoes w ith 
leather soles. T hat’s w hat we looked like in those days 
w hen facing a room ful of scholars we needed to impress.

Take off for a few  days and have some fun.
It was early November, pheasant season. There is an 

old hotel near the  Badlands in Patricia, A lberta. It has a 
bar and  a nice little  restauran t. The proprietor in  those 
days was Frenchie LaRue, a fine host and raconteur, and
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he barbecued the  best steaks in the  valley. His bar had a 
rancher motif, and all the  ranchers in the  area had burn t 
th e ir b rand  into Frenchie’s walls and  tables. This cozy 
little hotel is just a short drive from the  Red D eer River 
valley and D inosaur Park, and  it was hom e to som e of 
the  best pheasant hunting in Canada.

All I had tim e for was to th ro w  my hun ting  equ ip 
m ent in to  my Beetle. If I h u rried  dow n there , I could 
arrive before dark. So I drove all th e  way to  Patricia 
dressed in my academ ic finery. W hat w ould I look like 
to  the  m en in Frenchie’s bar? A m em ber of the  English 
gentry? A Bible salesm an? I drove as fast as I could, and 
by the  tim e I had driven all the way down to Highway 36 
and hit the gravel road to Patricia, the  sun was still hov
ering  over th e  southw est horizon, giving th e  leafless 
haw thorn  bushes a tangerine  glow. I slowed dow n and 
began to enjoy the  scenery, the  sagebrush, cottonwoods, 
and cactus in  the  coulees. My frenzy of unpreparedness 
had dissipated, and I knew  th a t I would be sipping a beer 
in Frenchie’s hotel w ith in  the  hour. I was at last relaxed.

And then  a cock pheasant tro tted  across th e  gravel 
road in  front of me.

W hen you load up a shotgun  and you’re w earing  a 
sh irt, tie , and  jacket, you can’t  avoid looking like a cop, 
and perhaps also a real crazy. I w alked over to the ditch 
at the  side of the road. There was a nice accom m odating 
skim  of snow on th e  ground. I spo tted  the  big th re e 
pronged tracks of my rooster. He was heading for some 
cattails up  the  road. If I could head h im  off before he 
reached the heavy cover of the cattails, I had a chance of
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putting  h im  up. I began to hoof it. Just before I arrived 
at the  cattails, he flew up in front of me. I slid to a stop, 
clicked off the safety, aim ed, and fired. My pheasant hit 
the  ground, w inged and running. Damn.

Scram bling and sliding in  my polished shoes, I gave 
chase along the  road. The rooster disappeared in to  the  
cattails, bu t his blood trail cam e out the  o ther side and 
continued as far as a culvert. Instead o f ru n n in g  down 
the  culvert under the  road, however, my w ounded pheas
an t tried  to  hide under a brush pile. Some flecks of blood 
in  the  snow betrayed th is last tu rn  he had taken. Spot
ting  th e  last few inches o f his long tail, I leapt into the 
pile of brush, grabbed him  by the legs, and hauled him  
out. I w rung  his neck and bagged him , my first pheasant 
of the  year.

Just as I was placing my em pty gun back into the  car, 
I caught a glimpse of myself in the  side m irror. My shirt 
and tie w ere flecked w ith  blood, and  my slacks w ere 
new ly studded w ith  bram bles and seeds and God only 
knows w hat kind of fluff. Pheasant hackles w ere cling
ing to  my nice tw eed jacket. Lennie H ollander would 
have been  am used. Bill Roecker and  Johnny M erw in 
w ould have laughed them selves in to  exhaustion. And 
my dad would surely have w ondered w here he and M um  
had gone wrong.

W hat sort of a grotesque had I become? As the  days 
passed down in Patricia, I hunted alone and supped w ith 
other hunters who had come dow n there w ith  their bud
dies. I envied them  th e ir cam araderie. I realized th a t I 
needed a new  hunting buddy.
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i f  t h e  t e r m  extreme hunting had been cu rren t in  the 
late sixties and  early seventies, its greatest practitioner 
would have been Mosey W alcott from som ewhere up in 
n o rth ern  M ichigan. Like Lennie H ollander and me, he 
was a real m alcontent as a graduate student. Perhaps the 
burden of so m any exam s in  so m any languages, w ith  
such a wide array of literature to  m aster, was beginning 
to try  him . I know  it got to me, and if the burden of grad
uate studies brought out the  neurotic in  me, it brought 
out a persona in M o th a t was half bear and half Boon 
Hogganbeck. He was crazy for hun ting  and fishing and 
a real jock to boot, a com petitive sw im m er, built like a 
wrestler. And oddly enough, a literary scholar. But it was 
his ursine ways th a t I found m ost fascinating.

D uring a prolonged stre tch  of grad student m alaise 
and  dom estic unease, M o accom panied his w ife to a 
com pany picnic in  the  country. It took place at a cam p
ground  su rrounded  by spruce trees n ea r th e  N o rth  
Saskatchewan River som ewhere southw est of Edmonton. 
Dozens of M o’s w ife’s colleagues and th e ir fam ilies had 
descended upon this lovely spot, and they were all roast
ing wieners and having a m erry time.

In his depressed state, Mo should never have gone. 
His wife should have left him  at hom e w ith  the kids. But 
he w ent, and they all roasted w ieners and m arshm allow s 
and drank beer, and at a certain  m om ent in the  evening 
as the  darkness descended on th e  happy cam pers, Mo 
rose up, grabbed a very large jug of w ine, and lum bered 
into the  woods to d rink  and ponder.

I like to im agine this scene happening beneath a full 
and raging m oon. M o was lu rch ing  th rough  th e  trees,
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stopping to gulp his w ine, and reflecting upon life, w hen 
he becam e possessed by a new  identity. Perhaps a fron
tier version of Mr. Hyde. He heard some grun ting  in the 
bush and a prolonged, high-pitched growl, so he crawled 
into a th icket and drank  and listened some more. At last 
he realized th a t the  g run ting  and growling were com ing 
from  his ow n throat.

Indeed, he had  becom e a bear. And not just any 
bear but the  very essence and spirit of bear, universally 
know n and feared throughout the  world. A rm ed w ith  
this know ledge— I am Bear—he arose from  the  thicket, 
hurled his em pty jug into the  m oonlight, and lum bered 
back tow ard  th e  cam pground , w here, from  th e  top 
o f som eone’s station  wagon, he beheld th e  great tribe 
o f hairless ones w ith  w hom  he had so recently  been 
picnicking.

He needed  to  proclaim  h im self to  th is  trib e  as a 
new ly born  bear. H e needed them  to  know  th a t he was 
no longer of their blood and their ways. I like to imagine 
h im  as divesting him self of all but his ru n n in g  shoes, a 
youthful Lear on the heath, filled w ith  m ischief and con
fusion and predatory power. Well, anyway, filled w ith  an  
awful lot of cheap wine.

He noticed th a t some w om en were giggling at him . 
“O h, he’s just a teddy bear!” one o f th em  tittered . He 
rushed them  on all fours and they fled, scream ing, back 
to  the  party. Galloping behind them  am ong the  parked 
cars, still on all fours, M o em erged into the  light of the 
campfire. He leapt onto a picnic table surrounded by joy
ous m em bers of his form er species and roared at the top 
of his lungs.
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His m em ory of this scene is not sharp. But one detail 
of his oft-repeated account always caught my attention. 
The people gathered  around  th e  picnic table w ere so 
unnerved by his presence th a t they kept on talking, p re
tending  th a t w hat they saw was not really there. O r if 
there, it was just this big m an’s little joke. H a ha ha. But 
the  nervous laughter died dow n, and  they  backed away 
from  the  table, and th a t was the  end of the  evening for 
all of them .

A fter th is  episode, M o’s w ife suggested he find a 
hobby. So M o bought a shotgun.

In  the  fall of 1971, he too needed a hun ting  buddy, 
and as a fellow m alcontent in  the  sam e departm ent and 
w ith  an  office near his, I was the  natu ra l choice. We had 
been w orking out a bit together, so we w ere beginning 
to  get to  know  each other. W orking out w ith  weights 
and runn ing  was all new  to me, but M o seemed to  know 
everything there was to  know about fitness.

I never hunted  w ith  M o W alcott, Lennie Hollander, 
and  H onest Al all to g e th er—never even in troduced  
them  to  one another. My friendships w ith  all th ree  were 
kept discrete and com partm entalized . T here’s no thing 
m uch w rong w ith  potassium  n itra te  or su lfu r o r char
coal, but I w ouldn’t m ix them  together unless I w anted a 
big blowup. I guess w hat I’m  talk ing about here is politi
cal dissonance.

Anyway, M o W alcott was my last sporting life buddy 
before I left A lberta in 1973. He and I hunted and fished 
m any tim es together before the  Fates took us in  opposite 
directions, and I lost track of him . We had great success
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on these trips, and our last hun t was alm ost the  only one 
in  w hich the  quarry  eluded us.

We had th row n  up a ten t in  th e  ranch ing  coun try  
west of Rocky M ountain House and east of the  Rockies, 
good te rra in  back then  for am bushing m allards and put
ting  up ruffed grouse. But during  our first night in the 
ten t, a w eather system  moved in and  we woke up on the 
day o f our hun t to below-zero tem peratures and a skim 
of new  snow. This w eather system  had sent all th e  m al
lards south for the  winter.

O ur only op tion  was to drive to  th e  U pper Stoney 
Creek valley and w alk the  cut lines. Back then  th is area 
was good m oose-hunting territory. If one looked hard  
enough, a fair num ber of black bears and even the  occa
sional grizzly could be found am bling th rough  these 
woods. If I rem em ber correctly, several hours of w alk
ing produced only one grouse, w hich for M o and me was 
unusual. We had lunch in  the  bush and  continued  to 
w alk the  cut lines, but by about four th irty  the  sun was 
sinking, and  so were our prospects. I was aching to  get 
back to the  car, and I told this to Mo.

“C ’mon, C arp,” he said, “don’t  jam  out on me.”
There is an  im pulse am ong the  keenest of hunters 

w hen they are young—an im pulse th a t Roderick Haig- 
Brown cam e to  deplore. It is the  urge sim ply to  kill 
som eth ing  and  to  do it even if they  have to  hun t from  
dusk on to  m idnight. I knew  th a t urge, and  perhaps 
I was try ing  to  leave it behind. But the  urge was upon 
my buddy Mo. H e am bled fa rth er in to  th e  bush, and 
so, reluctantly, I followed. T here was not enough snow
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am ong the  trees to  spot the silhouettes of grouse, and  as 
the  light faded into a gray dusk th a t m atched the heavy 
clouds above us and th e  heavy shadow s in  the  woods 
and the  m ist rising from  the  nearby creek, M o becam e 
m ore and more determ ined.

“C arp,” he said to  me, “you go th a t way and tu rn  left 
up  by th a t m arshy shit and th en  w alk  back tow ard me. 
Okay?”

I was bone w eary and still aching for th e  w arm th  of 
th e  car, but arguing  w ith  M o was futile. How do you 
stop a force of natu re from  doing w hat comes naturally?

I d id n ’t grasp th e  answ er to  th is  question  u n til I 
reached the  m arsh and  spotted  som e an im al tracks in 
the  snow. The tracks got me thinking. They w ere every
w here, and they  w ere surprisingly visible in  th e  faded 
light. Deer tracks, m oose tracks, rabbit tracks, and some 
small delicate paw prints that m ight have been m ade by a 
fox. T hank God there  w ere no bear tracks.

Bear tracks. Hm m .
M aybe I had som eth ing  there . I got dow n on my 

knees, pulled out my jackknife, tore off my gloves, and 
began to m uck around w ith  the  heels of my hands until I 
had my creation pretty  m uch on the  money: a set of fake 
grizzly tracks that seemed to  dissolve at the  edge of the 
m arsh. Front paws abbreviated like the  feet of a g iant 
w alking on tiptoes, back paws massive rounded triangles 
w ith  five toes. My knife was just the  right tool to  create 
the  claw m arks. They w ere quite inspired, if I do say so 
myself. To get a bear to back down, you see, you need an 
even bigger bear.

“Mo!” I hollered. “You better see this!”
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He cam e trom ping through the  bush, his gun  at the 
ready.

“W hatcha got there, C arp?”
I pointed to the tracks.
M o released a long string  of w ords so profane they 

were alm ost lyrical.
Warily, I looked his way, because I though t he was 

onto my con and sw earing at me. But instead of anger 
and  suspicion on his face, there  was fascination, there 
w as aw e—as though he had seen th e  lair of the  dark 
gods. He got down on his knees and stared.

Then he got up.
“Carp, this bastard  m ust weigh a friggin ton!”
He said that m ore th an  once.

“Carp, I th in k  we had b e tte r get the  hell ou tta  here.”
I bowed to his wisdom, and we retraced our footsteps 

all the  way back to  the  car.
And th a t was that. My last act as a hun ter before I left 

A lberta forever was to  counterfeit the  tracks of a grizzly. 
Johnny M erw in would have enjoyed the  joke. He would 
have been proud of me.

I don’t  miss the  sixties: the  graduate student m elan
cholia, the  futility, the  politics, the  craziness of th a t time. 
But I do m iss th e  way I coped w ith  th a t tim e, w hich 
am ounted  to  trom ping  th rough  th e  fields and  woods 
w ith  a gun  and a buddy. H onest Al and I live in  differ
en t cities. We stay in touch, but we don’t  hun t together 
anym ore. I don’t  know w here M o and Lennie have gone. 
A fter I left Oregon and re tu rn ed  to C anada, I learned 
that Johnny M erw in’s wife had shot and killed h im  in  a 
dom estic dispute. He’s been dead for alm ost forty years. I
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heard a rum or in  the  1980s th a t Bill Roecker had moved 
to  California. O nce, at a fishing resort, I saw his nam e 
on th e  register and the following notation: Had a great 
time. I lost Larry Lunker just north o f the beaver house. See 
you again.

I am  ta lk ing  about hun ting  du rin g  a specific tim e 
in  N orth  A m erica w hen assum ptions about life w ere 
changing  irrevocably. And since th e  late 1960s these 
changes have solidified in to  som eth ing  like an  o rth o 
doxy. As the  A m erican w riter M atthew  Teague says in 
his essay “A M ore D angerous G am e,” attitudes “have 
shifted  and hardened, and  th e  very idea of hun ting  as 
‘sport’ has come to  imply som ething cavalier. Am ong an i
m al rights advocates it indicated indifference to  wildlife. 
In  tw o generations the  lone h u n te r—once exemplified 
by Teddy Roosevelt—found h im self accused of enm ity  
tow ard  natu re . H u n tin g  [has] becom e a question  of 
morality.”

These A m erican friends of m ine in  the  late 1960s 
and early 1970s have lum bered off into the  m ists. But 
for a brief and difficult tim e in our lives, we were throw- 
backs together, and for the  sanity th a t craziness brought 
m e I will always be grateful. We all thought th a t hun t
ing was strictly  a guy th ing, and  in  th is belief we were 
(I blush to  adm it) singlem inded. But our little orthodoxy 
was about to  be reformed.
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To squeeze the trigger or not, to em brace th a t b ittersw eet 

burden o f  m u tu a l m orta lity  a nd  m a ke  a m eal o f  it, or to le t it be. 

T hese are decisions not lightly, or easily, u n d er ta ken— 

especially, perhaps, w hen the g u n  is in a w o m a n ’s hands. 

m a r y  Z E i s s  s t a n c e ,  Woman the Hunter

On  a  road trip with my wife, Honor, in the fall of 1997, 
we came upon a big flight of Canada geese in a field. 

We had a shotgun in the car and some goose shells for just this 
eventuality, because Honor had decided to try her hand at 
hunting.

We are ta lk ing  here about an  u rban  fem inist who 
loves critters. Given a w ide array of hun ting  stories, she 
would cheer for the  anim als every tim e. But som ething 
had changed.

A fter years o f H onor’s resisting  th e  h u n t, her cu ri
osity m ust have gotten  the  b e tte r of her. A year or tw o 
ea rlie r, she dec ided  to  com e along  w ith  Bill R obert
son and  m e and  observe a grouse shoot a t close hand , 
and  th is  excursion seem ed to  open  a door for her. In
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the  m onths th a t followed, she took her firearm s safety 
course and passed the  w ritten  exam  and the  target prac
tice sessions w ith  flying colors, and  now  she had her 
first hun ting  license.

But back to the  fall o f 1997. T he geese w ere feed
ing on a large spread w ith  very little  cover, a couple of 
hundred  greater C anadas scattered over the  m iddle of 
the  field. The farm er w ho had given us perm ission told 
H onor th a t her best chance lay in  crawling along a w ind
break until she was w ith in  shooting range. She was okay 
w ith  all of this, and I w atched her head for the  w in d 
break and then  go dow n on elbows and knees. I felt at 
th e  tim e th a t I should not accom pany her, th a t she 
should m ake all the decisions on her own. I rem ained in 
the  ca r and  pulled out my binoculars. Like the  stealthi- 
est of night raiders, she elbowed and  crabbed forw ard 
on her belly all the  way to th e  end of the  w indbreak in 
knee-high grass. I was a bit surprised, I suppose, at how 
eagerly she took on  th is  m ission and  even m ore sur
prised th a t I was content to sit and watch.

She disappeared in to  th e  grass and th en  suddenly 
reappeared, hauled herself up to a standing position, and 
th rew  the  gun to her shoulder. The clam or of barking 
geese and the  gun’s reports cam e to  m e in a split-second 
delay, but suddenly the  boom ing sky was full o f birds 
and pellets. She got off th ree  shots, reloaded, and fired 
again, but no dam age was done. She stood there  in the 
silence staring at the  receding wave of geese. I th in k  the 
farm er was pleased.

As I w atched H onor re tu rn  to the  car, I expected to 
see some evidence o f dejection.
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H er first words were, “That was am azing!”
H er cheeks w ere flushed bright red, and  her eyes 

were blazing w ith  excitement. H er frustration at not kill
ing a goose was m erely a sm all p a rt of the  mix. Frenzy, 
I thought to  myself. The sam e w ild frenzy I felt w hen I 
w ent out to  shoot w ith  the  m en—this was the  first tim e I 
had seen it on  the  face of a hunting w om an. In the sepa
rate places she and I grew  up, girls w ere not encouraged 
to hun t w ith  their dads or anyone else.

Honor’s father, Bill Kever, used to  be a keen hun ter in 
Idaho. H e m arried  a w om an from  an English village in 
the  M idlands w hom  he had m et w hen he was stationed 
there during  the  war. H er nam e was H onor M artin . She 
and  Bill settled  in Boise, Idaho, in  the  late 1940s and 
lived there during a tim e w hen the  m allard and pheasant 
hunting was very good.

O ne w eekend, Bill decided to  take his w ife hun t
ing w ith  a couple of friends and their wives. I will never 
know  w ho first suggested th is p lan  and  how m uch Bill 
hesitated  before tak ing  H onor out w ith  him . She had 
never shot before, so he decided th a t she m ight be m ost 
usefully deployed putting  up pheasants.

The first sign th a t  th is  o u ting  m ight not unfo ld  as 
she had im agined was w hat she referred to as the  Hunt
ers Bloody Rule o f Silence. W hat was th e  point of going 
out for a hun t w ith  your husband and his friends if you 
co u ld n ’t  talk w ith  them ? H onor sen io r loved to  ta lk . 
T h ings w en t d o w n h ill from  th e re  w hen  she en te red  
the  bush, heard  the  boom  of shotguns nearby, and  real
ized th a t her job was to be their hun ting  dog. She never 
re tu rned  to  the  field.
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I followed a different plan w ith  her daughter. Honor 
junior. I bought her a sixteen-gauge pum p gun , and  as 
soon as she learned to shoot skeet, she took to hun ting  
w ith  real en th u s ia sm . P erhaps she m an ag ed  to  co n 
nect w ith  her dad ’s love for the  hunt as I had done w ith  
my dad. But how  m any  years she m ust have tak en  to 
uncover th a t desire to  h u n t birds w ith  a shotgun. How 
she m ust have fought against all those decades of social
izing w hen girls w ere told w hat they should and should 
not do.

H onor w ent from  goose h u n tin g  to  h u n tin g  w ith  
a rifle for w hitetails and really got into the  excitem ent 
of it for several years before her eyes betrayed her. She 
could read fine w ith  glasses, and she could see into the 
d istance w ith  or w ithout binoculars, but she discovered 
th a t she could no longer sight down a barrel, fix her eyes 
to the  bead at th e  end of th e  barrel, and tra in  th e  gun 
on the  bird or an im al she was hun ting  all a t th e  sam e 
tim e. H er eyes had tu rn ed  m iddle-aged on her, and she 
moved on to o ther pastim es w ithout regret. H onor never 
thought of herself as a dyed-in-the-wool hunter, but some 
of her favorite stories of all tim e have com e from  her 
brief participation in  the hunt. Back in my bachelor days, 
a couple of my girlfriends had hunted w ith  me, but only 
as noncom batants. Like H onor—like m ost con tem po
rary  w om en—they had never been encouraged by their 
fathers or their brothers to  learn  how to shoot.

Reading about sport hunting in N orth  A m erica in  the 
1940s, ’50s, and ’6 0s, we don’t often see w om en m en
tioned. They w ere supposed to  be th e  ones th e  hun ter 
re tu rn ed  to in  defeat or trium ph . This kind of hunting
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had been largely about m ale bonding, or the  m ale quest, 
o r fun  and  adventure for m en o f leisure. In England, 
upper-class w om en of the  last cen tu ry  frequently w ent 
shooting w ith  the  m en and just as frequently  rode on 
the  fox hunts. But in  N orth  Am erica, m ost female hunt
ers have been Aboriginal. My form er office-mate, M aria 
Cam pbell, th e  M etis w riter, used to  tell m e about the 
w om en in  her family who shot a m oose each year to help 
their families get through the  winter.

In m ost early-tw entieth-century  accounts of Aborig
inal hun ting  practices up n o rth  am ong Cree and  Dene 
people, the  m en would leave the  encam pm ent to  range 
as far from  their ten ts  as they  needed to go to  kill the  
largest anim als (moose, bear, caribou, and beaver). The 
wom en, in  m ost of these com m unities, would rem ain  
w ith  th e  ch ild ren  and  p rep are  th e ir  m eals, m end 
clo th ing and  ten ts, and gather berries and  o ther food 
necessary for their family’s diet. But m any of the  wom en 
had guns, and they hunted  to feed their families. O ften 
th is m eant tak ing  a shotgun out into the  bush near the 
cam p and shooting grouse o r p tarm igan o r taking a rifle 
afte r porcupine or deer. T heir hun ting  and  gathering 
was in no way subordinate to that of the  m en, who went 
fa rther afield in search of bigger game.

In m any hunter-gatherer cultures, from  A ustralia and 
the  Bay of Bengal to  the  U pper Am azon and Labrador, 
ch ildren w ould learn  th e ir early skills from  their m oth
ers, but at a certain  age, the  boys would go off w ith  their 
fathers and the  hunting m en of their tribe to  learn hunt
ing skills. This arrangem en t allow ed bo th  paren ts to 
share the  burden of child care. Thus began the  division



122 • A H U N T E R ’ S C O N F E S S I O N

of labor betw een fem ale gatherers and m ale hunters in 
an  Aboriginal settlem ent.

In som e tribal cu ltu res—in B otsw ana and  N am ibia, 
for example—there  were taboos against w om en touching 
m en’s w eapons used for hun tin g , bu t o th er native cu l
tu res had no such taboos. Batek w om en in M alaysia used 
blowpipes for hunting, just like the  m en, but they seemed 
to prefer digging out squirrels, bam boo rats, porcupine, 
and  tu rtles  and w hacking them  w ith  th e ir digging tools. 
Inu it w om en learned  to  h u n t, or not, according to  the  
needs o f th e ir  fam ilies. A m an w ith  daughters and  no 
sons w ould tra in  his girls to  h u n t w ith  h im . In the  des
e rt regions of W estern Australia, m en hunted w ith  spears 
and w om en hunted w ith  dogs. The dogs would ru n  down 
th e  prey, and  the  w om en w ould d ispatch  th e  an im als 
w ith  clubs. The A gta w om en of th e  Philipp ines w ere 
full partic ipan ts w ith  the  m en in the  h u n t and used the 
sam e hun ting  dogs, bows, arrow s, and m achetes as the 
m en did. But like th e  m ythical Am azon w arriors, these 
w om en w ere th e  exception ra th er th an  the  rule. Tribal 
societies g ran ting  w om en equal s tatus as hun ters were 
unusual, but tribal societies in w hich w om en participated 
in the  hunt, at some level, w ere many.

Too often social scientists tell us th a t m en w ere the  
hun ters  and  w om en w ere th e  gatherers. A nthropo lo
gists, paleo-anthropologists, eco-fem inists, ethnologists, 
and all kinds of o th er academ ics have advanced this 
m odel for a varie ty  of con tend ing  reasons. So w hen 
w e read accounts of w om en h u n tin g  in  hunter-gath
erer societies, we m ight be tem pted to  th in k  th a t these 
w om en are an  aberration o r a huge exception to the  rule.
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A nthropologists w ill som etim es tell us th a t m en hunt 
m eat b u t w om en gather it—even if the  m eat in ques
tion  is the  sam e species. This suggestion conjures up  a 
picture of doughty m en spearing kangaroos and wom en 
shopping for kangaroo burger at the  nearest m all. Cul
tural forces, tribal and intellectual, have been at play for 
a long tim e to exclude w om en from  the hunt.

In N orth  A m erican hun ting  cultures, am ong Aborig
inals, th is exclusion m ight have begun w hen the  rifle 
arrived in great num bers on the  plains. The w riter and 
cu ltu ra l analyst D eborah H om sher rem inds us th a t 

“th ere  are very few tales of n ineteen th -cen tu ry  Native 
Am erican w om en shooting guns. Those tim es w hen they 
did ride w ith  the  w ar parties, they w ere m ore likely to 
be involved holding or stealing  horses.” G un techno l
ogy, H om sher observes, worked to  “alienate Plains m en 
from w om en, for it em pow ered the  galloping, shooting 
m en w ho showed youth, daring, and self-concern, thus 
decreasing cooperation and encouraging a kind of indi
vidualism  inside the  tribal circle.”

l e t ’s  p u t  i t  th is way: if we have com e to  believe th a t 
hunting, like soldiering, is for the  m ost p a rt a gender- 
specific activity, we can  always find exceptions to  this 
rule, and these exceptions keep em erging am ong wom en 
of every conceivable class, color, and persuasion. We see 
this happening in spite of w hat we are told to expect.

H ere is one exam ple. All over N orth  A m erica the 
num ber of recreational hunters is dropping. The decline 
has been dram atic. It began four or five decades ago and 
continues to th is day. But one of the  exceptions to this
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trend  is the  num ber of w om en who have begun to take 
up hunting. Since th e  early 1990s, according to  M ary 
Zeiss Stange’s survey, the  num ber of w om en w ho hunt 
has gone from about 3 percent to  12 percent of the  total 
hunting population.

T his figu re  has been  called  in to  q u estio n  (by 
Homsher), because the exact num ber is very hard to  run  
down. It appears probable, however, that at least fifteen 
m illion A m erican w om en now  ow n guns. And during a 
tim e w hen m en are increasingly hanging up  their guns, 
several m illion w om en are now hunting.

M ary Zeiss Stange speaks about her ow n choice to 
becom e a hunter. It’s a story th a t a num ber of m odern 
urban w om en can identify w ith. She was a city girl from 
New Jersey w ith  no knowledge of guns or hunting, and 
then , at age th irty-three , she m arried  a m an  w ho loved 
to  hunt, who had a five thousand-acre ranch in M ontana. 
Stange’s conversion to the  gun  was gradual.

I liked getting exercise, enjoyed the outdoors and 
loved the birds and venison [her husband, Doug] 
brought home. One thing led to another, and before 
I knew  it, there I was, busting through in grouse 
country behind our springer spaniel, crouching in 
frosty reeds watching the sun rise on the opening 
day of waterfowl season and crawling on my belly 
through prickly pear cactus to get w ithin 2 0 0  yards 
of a herd of pronghorns. Now, after 15 years afield, 
hunting is a passion I cannot imagine I ever did 
without.
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M ary Zeiss Stange is a professor of W om en’s Studies 
and Religion at Skidm ore College and  a strong fem i
nist. She is not com fortable w ith  how wom en have been 
designated by various social scientists w ho seem  eager 
to  take w om en out of the  hun ting  p ic tu re  altogether. 
According to  the  hun ting  hypothesis described in C hap
ter 2 , prehistoric w om en were biologically fated to  be 
gatherers and m en biologically determ ined to be hunters. 
This vision of Paleolithic bliss was consistent w ith  how 
these social scientists saw th e ir wives in  m odern times: 
the  w om an as helpm ate. Teddy Roosevelt put it th is way:

The m an must be glad to do a m an’s work, to dare 
and endure and to labor; to keep himself, and 
to keep those dependent upon him . The wom an 
must be the housewife, the helpmate of the home
m aker, the  wise and fearless m other of many 
ch ild ren . . . W hen m en fear to work or fear righ
teous war, w hen wom en fear m otherhood, they 
trem ble on the  brink of doom; and well it is that 
they should vanish from the earth.

A nyone w ho argues th a t m ales should  be defined  
by th e ir  aggressiveness and  fem ales by th e ir  passivity 
w ill find them selves fixed in M ary Stange’s crosshairs. 

“M acho  m ales,” she says, “perceive th e  advan tage of 
keeping w om en out of the  field. Perish the  thought that 
wom en m ight take up arm s, become skilled in their use, 
and b e c o m e . . .  able to defend them selves and to  fend 
for themselves! W om an the  H unter . . .  is a profoundly
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u n se ttlin g  figure, h er w ildness a force to  be reckoned 
w ith.”

A pparently she is unsettling  to w om en as well, espe
cially radical fem inists, eco-feminists, and anim al rights 
advocates w ho believe th a t w om en’s h u n tin g —indeed, 
any hun ting—is a m oral outrage. These th inkers argue 
th a t there  are essential differences betw een w om en and 
m en. W om an the  gatherer is the  wom b of tru e  hum anity, 
a n d  the  bond betw een her and her child is th e  founda
tion  of hum an  society. This m odel is set in  opposition 
to m ale hunters’ savagery and m en’s violence in general. 
Essentially, m en hun t dow n w ild anim als and kill them . 
Essentially, w om en gather w ild edible p lan ts and nur
tu re  children. This essentialist model starts  to  look like 
the  stu ff of Teddy Roosevelt’s dream s. Any acceptance 
of “the  essential differences betw een wom en and m en 
is grounded, however unwittingly,” says Stange, “in  pre
cisely those categories fem inism  seeks to overturn .”

It’s tim e for a new  w om an to  em erge. It’s tim e for 
Artem is to  re tu rn  from  her long exile. She is the  moon 
goddess, the  virgin goddess, the  fleet-footed goddess of 
the  hunt. Some call her the huntress, but I’m  try ing  my 
best to  avoid th a t term ; it’s like referring to Sharon Olds 
o r M argaret Atwood as a poetess.

Rem em ber th e  paradox th a t hunters kill th a t w hich 
they  love? Well, A rtem is is the  em bodim ent of th a t rid 
dle. She is both  the  stalker w ho slays the  w ild anim als 
w ith  bow  and arrow  and the protector of those anim als. 
A rtem is’s virginity  is em blem atic o f th e  places she pro
tec ts—th e  w ild  v irg in  forests, th e ir  m o un ta ins and 
rivers. W hen O rion  bragged th a t he w ould kill every
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w ild an im al he could find, A rtem is overheard h im  and 
took h im  down. W hen Actaeon, also a hunter, surprised 
A rtem is bath ing  in  her stream , she tu rn ed  h im  into a 
stag, and his ow n dogs took h im  down.

She is also know n as the w om en’s goddess, associated 
as she is w ith  the  phases of the  m oon, the  rites of m en
struation , ch ildb irth , and  nurtu ring . W hen she is not 
at work pro tecting the  w ild anim als, she protects child
bearing wom en. Mess w ith  anim als or wom en, you have 
A rtem is to  deal w ith.

Don’t mess w ith  Ms. Stange either. She has elbowed 
her way into the  space betw een disapproving patriarchs 
and  disapproving fem inists. She is a gun  advocate, a 
hun ting  advocate, and a fem inist who gathers and hunts 
w ith  equal abandon.

t o  r e s e a r c h  h e r  book Women & Guns: Politics and the 
Culture o f Firearms in America, D eborah H om sher has 
im m ersed  herself in  th e  class issues, th e  history, and 
th e  polem ics of w om en and  guns. U nlike Stange, who 
is a fervent advocate, H om sher is a w rite r w hose objec
tivity on the  subject of w om en w ho hun t is her strongest 
suit. She finds as m any exam ples o f w om en b and ing  
to g eth er to  re s tr ic t th e  availability  of guns as w om en 
w ho are  gun-ho, like S tange and  C arol O yster. W hat 
Stange voices on behalf of the  arm y of elite professional 
w om en who now go hunting, H om sher reports on behalf 
of a m uch w ider array  o f fem ales, including  o rd inary  
w orking-class w om en, sm all-tow n w om en, and  farm  
w om en. They h u n t near hom e. T heir reasons for hun t
ing are as variable as their lives. They hun t to  fill the  pot.
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They hunt to  protect their livestock from  varm ints. They 
h un t to  be a part of th e  annual rituals th a t their fathers 
and  brothers have always enjoyed. They hun t to  be w ith  
their husbands. Their hunting is part of w hat makes them  
real as ru ra l w om en, p art of th e ir authenticity. M any of 
them  live in households w here guns are kept w ithout any 
stigm a, w hich  is probably m ore com m on th a n  in  m id 
dle-class u rban  households. T hese w om en seem  to live 
outside th e  debates about gun  regulation, gun  reg istra
tion, gun ownership, anti- and pro-gun politics.

In one interview  w ith  four female hunters, H om sher 
questioned them  about who m ight have influenced them  
to buy guns and use guns for hunting. “I m entioned to 
Stefani, Joan, Carol, and Shirley th a t m any people con
sidered th e  gun  organ izations’ in te rest in  w om en to 
be p art of an  ugly m arketing  ploy, a trick  to  convince 
w om en th a t guns could actually protect them  from  harm , 
w h e n . . .  studies showed that household guns increased 
chances for tragedy.” The in terview ees insisted  th a t 
w om en were not being urged by m en to take up guns but 
w ere actively seeking inform ation about them . It was 
anti-gun liberals who assum ed th a t these w om en were 
being duped by men.

O ne o f H o m sh er’s h u n ter-in te rv iew ees, Shirley  
G renoble, began hun ting  in the  1950s, w hen  w om en 
w ere seen in frequen tly  in  th e  field. M en w ould ask 
her why she would go out “shooting a m an’s deer.” H er 
reply to H om sher was th a t “it was w hat I w anted  to  do 
because I liked it.”

M ost o f th e  w om en H om sher in te rv iew ed  in  
her study w ere en thusiastic  about shooting, bu t as I
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m entioned earlier, they tended  to  live outside the  gun 
debates, the  pro- and an ti-gun  politics th a t have gar
nered so m uch attention in the  news media. Sometimes 
m ale hun ters w ith  conservative views of w om en disap
proved of them , som etim es anti-gun liberals disapproved 
of them , but not m any outsiders could get a real handle 
on them .

H om sher’s interview s in Women & Guns and M ary 
Zeiss S tange’s stories in  Woman the Hunter m ake me 
wonder if the  grow ing contingent of female hunters on 
th is continent isn’t perhaps a register of w om en’s resur
gence as a political force in  a tim e w hen there is a m ore 
relaxed atttitude to w hat w om en do w ith  their lives. The 
A rtem is factor can  move in  and  bedevil our notions 
about the quintessential m asculine and feminine.

A m an needs to be careful m aking assum ptions about 
w om en. A m an  w ho is a w rite r needs to  be tw ice as 
careful. As I w ro te th is chapter, in a m om ent of uncer
tainty, I decided to  test w hat I had read about w om en 
w ho hun t—especially w hat I had read in Stange’s and 
H om sher’s work.

From S tange’s tw o books (including  th e  one she 
w rote w ith  Carol Oyster), I cam e to envision an  enthusi
astic arm y of wom en, several m illion of them , taking up 
the  gun. Stange gives us the  narrative of the  em battled 
w om an determ ined  to  hun t an im als am id a chorus of 
highly politicized unbelievers, disapproving patriarchs 
on the  one side and  radical fem inists on the  other. She 
and  m any w om en of equal determ ination  em erge victo
rious, but no t w ithou t dodging some slings and arrows 
from  their detractors. The w om an w ho chooses hunting
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becomes stigmatized, vilified, or ignored—the pariah of 
women’s and gender studies departments, the scourge of 
the PETA-philes. But the Artemisian sisterhood prevails 
in the end.

H om sher tries to  m ain ta in  some em otional d istance 
from  the  politics of wom en and guns in order to exam ine 
these politics. She lets her wom en tell their stories. Some 
people disapprove of the  w om en who hunt and their nim- 
rod ways, but th is disapproval doesn’t deter the  w om en 
from hunting. H om sher’s w om en don’t seem  to be m uch 
aw are of the  organizations th a t Stange talks about—the 
National Rifle Association, the  b o w  program  (Becoming 
an  Outdoors-W om an), o r the  m any local organizations 
th a t teach w om en all about guns and hunting.

But I was m entioning my m om ent of uncertainty, the 
kind of uncerta in ty  a fellow m ight sense w hen attem pt
ing to say som ething conclusive about wom en. In  such 
m om ents we fellows band together and bolster each o th 
e r’s wisdom, or, in the  absence of w isdom , we just plain 
bolster.

Through my friend Jake M acD onald (fiction w riter, 
m em oirist, outdoor w riter, hunter) I m et R uthanne and 
B arbara H anbidge, a m o ther and  daughter w ho have 
hunted  for m any years in Saskatchew an. R uthanne is 
now in her eighties, and her daughter is in  th e  healthy 
prim e of m iddle age. Both w om en are radiant w ith  good 
health  and  have th e  w ell-tanned faces o f people who 
spend a lot o f tim e outside. S trong w om en. T heir fea
tures seem to be shaped and toned by the  prairie w ind.

R uthanne began h u n tin g  w ith  her dad in  rural Sas
katchew an w hen she was a girl. H er father taught her all
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she needed to know about gun  safety w hen she was in 
her early teens. W hen she was seventeen, he bought her 
a twenty-gauge shotgun, w hich m arked the  beginning of 
a preoccupation she would pursue for the  next seventy 
years.

I say preoccupation because I’m  at a loss for words 
here. Sport? Hobby? Recreation? These w ords seem  too 
lim p for a pursuit so captivating that it am ounts to a way 
of life for these wom en. Passion is a b e tte r word. They 
are som ew hat akin  to  the  w om en D eborah H om sher 
spoke w ith : they  are n o t out to  m ake a sta tem ent or 
em battled from too m uch m oral disapproval. They hunt 
because they w ant to.

R uthanne hun ted  regularly w ith  her fa ther and two 
brothers. H er older sisters were not nearly as keen to go 
hun ting  w ith  their father. “You know,” she says, “Oh, eek, 
blood and stuff.” R uthanne adm its th a t it was unusual 
for a girl or a w om an to  hun t in th e  1940s and 1950s. 
But rarely did R uthanne or her daughter Barbara ever 
feel stigm atized as hunting wom en. Nor do they believe 
there is m uch difference betw een hunting w ith  m en and 
hun ting  w ith  wom en. Indeed, th e  only people w ho dis
approve of their hun ting  ways are people w ho disapprove 
of all hunting.

Both w om en laugh about a neighbor w ho grew  up 
next to  the  Hanbidge house in Saskatoon. The w om an in 
question re tu rned  hom e for a w edding shower to which 
R uthanne had been invited. “All I rem em ber about your 
house w hen I was a girl," she said to  R uthanne, “was that 
every tim e I looked out the  window, there  was always 
som ething dead hanging in  your backyard ”
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R uthanne never brags about a successful hun t. She 
claim s th a t “too m any people will come up  and say, ‘Oh, 
how could you?’ ”

But h u n tin g  w ith  m en  is okay w ith  R u thanne. 
“They’re good at hauling.”

“Seriously,” says daughter B arbara, “hauling  a deer 
up a ravine was fine tw enty  years ago, but now me and 
M um  aren’t so spry.” M other and daughter are laughing, 
and Barbara continues, “I’d say, ‘W hy did you shoot that 
deer at the  bottom of the  coulee? W hat the  heck did you 
do th a t for?’ ”

T he only people these  w om en have tried  to  avoid 
hunting w ith  w ere incom petent hunters, m en or women. 
R uthanne tells the  story of a m ule-deer hun t in the  Great 
Sand Hills of southw estern  Saskatchewan. She and  her 
husband, Robert, had walked a couple of miles into the  
hills and were sitting on some high ground. They heard 
th e  approach o f a ll-terrain  vehicles, and R obert said, 

“I’ll bet they’re going to chase some deer o u r way.” Sure 
enough, som e deer cam e by, and R uthanne dropped 
one next to a woody little copse. They w ent dow n into 
the brush so th a t R uthanne could tag  her deer. “All of a 
sudden, bullets started  to zoom  and w hiz at us. You see, 
these guys in  the  a t v s  thought w e were deer.”

R uthanne never hun ted  th ere  again . She lost her 
enthusiasm  for hun ting  antelope one day w hen one of 
her hun ting  com panions fired willy-nilly into a herd of 
pronghorns. “H e liked to shoot into a herd and they’d all 
ru n  away, and one or tw o anim als would be ru n n in g  on 
broken legs. Not for me, no thanks.”
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Barbara and R uthanne recounted tales of people who 
overshot th e ir lim its, people w ho w ould ra th er chase 
anim als from their vehicles th an  w alk out into the  field, 
o r w ealthy  hun ters so obsessed w ith  th e  num ber of 
points on a rack th a t they’d only go for trophy m ounts. 

“Like h u n tin g  w as always som e kind  of com petition ,” 
says Ruthanne. She and Barbara th in k  th a t trophy hunt
ing and m ounting heads are a guy thing.

W h e th e r A borig inal o r n o t, w h e th e r recrea tiona l 
hunters or subsistence hunters, very few N orth Am erican 
w om en in my experience have voiced an  in terest in tro 
phy hunting. It began in  England w ith  scientists, some 
of w hom  were sportsm en, gathering samples of birds and 
anim als for scientific research in the  n ineteen th  century. 
M any o f these gentlem en w ere educated, en thusiastic  
am ateurs w ith  private incomes and a great deal of leisure 
tim e. English sportsm en brought th is earnest pursuit to 
N o rth  A m erica, w here they  collected  trophy  heads in 
th e  nam e of science, but th e  collecting becam e an end 
in itself, a kind of m onom ania in w hich far too m any an i
mals were sacrificed at the  altar of the  m ale ego.

W omen tend m ore to hun t for m eat. A great m eal, a 
w in ter full of good m eals, is the  u ltim ate rew ard. “The 
best ea ting  is a good-sized doe or a young buck,” says 
Barbara. A big buck w ould taste  fine, she added, “but 
only if you brought it dow n fast and  clean. You don’t 
w an t th em  to  ru n  in jured .” B arbara used  to  show a 
preference for fresh deer liver fried up w ith  onions and 
jun iper berries. (These days, w ith  chronic w asting  dis
ease in evidence on the  prairies, the  livers need to  be
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tested first.) R uthanne loves sharptail breasts fried up on 
the  Coleman.

Both w om en love to  h u n t for th e  experience. To 
B arbara th is m eans sim ply being in  th e  out-of-doors, 
learn ing  new  th ings about n a tu re  each tim e, feeling 
part of the  ecosystem. Gail M cConnell told me the  sam e 
th in g  back in the  1980s about her ow n hun ting  expedi
tions in sou thern  Saskatchewan. I took m any years to 
reach th a t sam e conclusion: hun ting  is consistently fun 
regardless of w hether blood is spilled. Eating, however, 
is more delightful if blood has been spilled.

I asked B arbara an d  R u thanne  if they  ever expe
rienced a m om ent of regret at pulling th e  trigger and 
killing a w ild creature.

“Every tim e,” says Barbara. “I don’t  like to kill per se; 
I respect the anim als, but I’m hunting  for food, and I’m 
not going to w ait around for the  deer to die of old age.” 

H unting, to  Barbara and R uthanne, and  m ost m em 
bers of the  Hanbidge extended family, is a great gift, not 
a right. They are am ong th e  fo rtunate few w ho live in 
a place w here they can  get up early and go hun ting  for 
geese o r deer and be back and in  tim e to go to  work.

R uthanne’s children and her grandchildren  have all 
been  lovingly taught to respect and  appreciate nature. 
O ne of h er granddaughters tells o f craw ling out into 
the  weeds and stubble one day just to  see how close she 
could com e to  a flock of sandhill cranes. This bloodless 
stalk ing  is som ething R uthanne has done m any tim es. 
Once, on point at a deer run , w aiting  for the  right an i
mal to show up, she spotted a big buck strolling her way.
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She was dow nw ind and  she d idn’t  move, so th e  buck 
cam e w ith in  a hundred feet before it w andered off.

“W hy didn’t  you shoot it?” one of the  m en asked her.
“I just w anted to  look,” she said.
I have posed some of the above questions to my male 

hunting buddies. W hat kind of anim als do you shoot at? 
Trophy heads o r good m eat? W hat kind of deer do you 
hope to bring dow n for a good m eal? Are there m om ents 
of regret w hen you pull the  trigger on a bird or an  an i
m al? Ian  Pitfield, Peter N ash, Terry Myles, and  Doug 
Elsasser all said roughly the  sam e thing, w ith  some vari
ations. I really have to  dig to com e up  w ith  differences 
betw een  how m en h u n t and  how  w om en hu n t, w hat 
they prefer, w hat they avoid.

M ost of the  trophy hunters are m en, and m ost of the 
hunters w ho are keen on m ounting heads are men. M ost 
o f the  hun ters w ho are  so com petitive th a t they  count 
points on a rack before squeezing the  trigger are m en. 
These com petitive urges do not describe my ow n friends 
w ho hun t; they describe an  old-school dem ographic of 
prim arily  w ealthy hunters w ho continue to reenact the 
m ale quest experience as Roosevelt and Hemingway had 
done. They rem ind me th a t there are genuine differences 
betw een m ale and female attitudes to hunting, but I w ant 
to be careful not to  m ake too m uch of these differences.

R u th an n e  H anbidge gave m e h e r tak e  on  th e  
increased num ber of w om en who take to  hunting: “Now 
th a t w om en are out there  in  the  workforce, they  know 
they can  do anything.” If A rtem is still haunts the  virgin 
forests, she is probably smiling.
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H e had learned th a t th ey  w ou ld  head fo r  the  

Sw eet Grass Hills. T he grass w as a lw ays long there, a n d  the  

buffa lo  caused  the p la ins to be b lack as fa r  as o ne  cou ld  see. 

j a m e s  w e l c h ,  Fools Crow, Part i

For three more sleeps I  fo llow ed  th is s trange N ap ikw an  

[w hite m an] th a t leaves his m eat. H e k illed  a long-tail, a  bighead, three  

real-dogs a nd  five  wags-his-tails. H e even  tried  to kill yo u r  brother, 

S k u n k  Bear, bu t I  flew  ahead  and  w arned  him . In anger, the N ap ikw an  

took a shot a t m e, scared the sh it out of me, so I  left. B ut fo r  

m a n y  m oons now  the h u n ter k ills  a n im als u n til they  becom e  

sc a rce . . .  H e w ill kill us all o f f  i f  som eth ing  isn ’t done.

J A M E S  W E L C H ,  Fools Crow, Part 2

But there w ere no [buffalo]. A n d  there w ere no longlegs 

a n d  no bighorns. T here  w ere no w ags-his-tails or prairie-runners. 

It w as as if  the earth  had  sw allow ed up  the anim als. 

j a m e s  w e l c h , Fools Crow, Part 4
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Du r i n g  t h e  1970s, I taught English classes all over 
northern Manitoba and Saskatchewan. I would travel 

by plane or by bus. Most of the time I could do my prepara
tions on the way up and grade papers on the way down.

In one of these com m unities up in the  boreal forest, 
I used to eat lunch w ith  my students in the  cafeteria. It 
was part of an  old convent th a t had been converted into 
a college residence. My students w ere all about my own 
age, mostly M etis or nonstatus Cree, and  m ost of them  
boarded in the  convent. O ne day in the late fall, the talk 
tu rn ed  to  a fellow nam ed Jojo M itew in, a hun ter who 
apparently  lived in a shack betw een th e  tow n and the  
reserve.

“He won’t  never shoot a bear,” one w om an told me.
I asked her why, and  she recoun ted  the  following 

story.
W hen Jojo was young, he used to hun t w ith  her uncle, 

w ho was now  deceased. They had a big wooden tran s
port canoe propelled by an  old kicker. They would ru n  
th e  canoe up the  river against th e  cu rren t for a whole 
day and paddle back slowly for a few days’ hunting. This 
way they  could descend th rough  som e good hun ting  
habitat w ithout the  noise from the  kicker, and w hen the 
hunting was done, they would be practically hom e again. 
They knew  w here the  w etlands lay in  relation  to the  
river valley, and these places were best for moose. There 
w ere m ore m oose th an  e ither elk o r caribou up there, 
but m ore elk and caribou th an  deer, and all kinds of bea
ver as well.

O n th is p articu la r trip , Jojo and the  old m an w ent 
fa rther upstream  th an  usual. O n the  first day, paddling
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back dow nstream , they stopped, and one of them  shot 
a beaver. He gu tted  it and jam m ed the  carcass under a 
canoe seat. The canoe was beached at an  old crossing, 
so the river ran  shallow in  this place. Jojo M itew in (pro
nounced MEE-ta-ween) and  th e  n a rra to r’s uncle hiked 
back up to the  beaver dam  to  see if there was any moose 
sign. They found n o th in g  and  re tu rn ed  to  the  canoe. 
But a big m ale black bear was w aiting for them . He had 
his tw o front paws in their canoe, and he was knocking 
th ings around to get at the  beaver carcass. They yelled 
at the  bear, but he just looked their way and re tu rned  to 
his task.

Jojo shot the  bear. He said he had no choice. He kept 
saying that. The bear w ould have stoved in  the  canoe, 
and the  tw o m en would have had a very hard  tim e get
ting  back, and they w ere a long way from hom e. Jojo had 
shot th e  bear in  the  chest, but the  bear still had som e
th in g  left in him . He stum bled out of the  canoe and ran 
across to the  o ther side of the  river.

The m en knew  th a t they  had to kill th e  bear, put it 
out of its misery. You don’t leave an  anim al w ounded in 
the  woods, especially not a bear. They had to cross the 
river in  the shallow w ater and go into the bush and find 
that bear and kill it—a dangerous th in g  to do. The bush 
was very thick, but they m ade out some drops o f blood 
here and there. At last Jojo heard  a sound o f m oaning. 
The tw o m en closed in and  saw the  bear lying beneath  
a big fallen tree. It was m oaning like a m an. Those were 
Jojo’s words. It was moaning like a man.

I forget th e  nam e of th e  w om an w ho told th e  story. 
But I rem em ber, roughly, these words: “Up here, ah? The
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old people? They don’t like to  kill a bear. They th in k  the 
bear might be their uncle or their Kokom or their g rand
father.” The w om an m ade it clear to m e th a t she did not 
believe in this bullshit.

a l l  w i n t e r  l o n g  I heard stories about Jojo M itew in, 
and at tim es I thought the  storytellers m ight be pu tting  
m e on. If they  were, I never m inded. The role o f the  
naive w hite guy had its advantages. The m ore gullible I 
sounded to them , the m ore they would lead me on w ith 
fantastic tales. O ne story w ent som ething like this:

“O ne n ight we was w hoopin it up, an  I says some 
th ings about Jojo. N ext day I seen h im  here, I was sit- 
tin  right here in  the  convent. He come in an  give me the 
evil eye, ah? Then he’s gone, Jojo. I says, ‘W hat was that 
about, ah?’

‘W hat was w hat about?’
I says, ‘Didn’t yiz see him  give m e the  evil eye?’
‘See who? We didn’t see no one.’ ”
The Cree are great raconteurs. They are com parable 

to  people like me, roughly speaking, as the  Irish are to 
th e  English. They have the  g ift of the  gab and a great 
abundance of hum or. I th in k  th is gift m ust com e from 
an age-old tradition  of stories around a fire or a kitchen 
stove during the  long w in ter nights.

Jojo M itew in was said to  have a great sense of smell. 
He could get dow nw ind from  a bog o r a th icket o r a 
stream  bed and tell w hat was up ahead w here th e  bush 
was thickest. Was it a bear? A moose? A pair of denning 
wolves? Jojo could sn iff the  a ir and tell you. He would 
w alk  on the  forest floor as though he w ere on skis in
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powder snow or as though the  moss cam e up to  m eet his 
boots and cushion the  sound of his approach. He didn’t 
stom p through the  bush; he glided. His hearing was so 
acute th a t he could pick out the  sound of a spruce grouse 
m incing  th rough  the  grass a hun d red  feet away. He 
could walk nonstop for miles and miles and  never break 
a sweat. He could go w here the  snowm obiles could not 
follow, and he never got lost, because how could you be 
lost in your ow n backyard?

Jojo the  legend, Jojo the m an. How m uch of this stuff 
was true? I knew  I had to  find out for myself. There was 
always a stretch  before suppertim e at the convent when 
I was neither grad ing  papers nor ta lk ing  w ith  students. 
I found out from  one o f the  w om en in  my class w here 
Jojo’s shack was. She took m e there , and  we rapped on 
his door, but no one was hom e. I re tu rn ed  to the  shack 
several tim es th roughou t th e  w in ter, b u t Jojo (the leg
end or th e  m an) was never there. Som etim es, however, 
I saw fresh boot tracks or snow shoe tracks leading out 
into the  forest.

W hen spring cam e and I had given my last class of 
the  year, I had a final lunch w ith  my students. It was 
April, alm ost tim e for the  annual spring bear hunt. The 
icicles were dripping from the  eaves o f the  convent, but 
the  snow was as deep as ever. I told my students th a t I 
would re tu rn  once m ore from  W innipeg to  adm inister 
th e ir finals to  them . Could som eone, I pleaded, in tro 
duce me to Jojo M itewin?

“No problem,” said Elvis Roy.
Elvis was a quiet, thoughtfu l fellow a bit older th an  

me who had a trapline that began just n o rth  of th e  tow n
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dum p. No problem , said his friend Adam , who hunted  
w ith  Elvis every fall. W hen their finals w ere over, they 
told me, they would go find Jojo and bring him  to  me. I 
don’t th in k  I quite believed them , but still, I could hardly 
wait.

W hen I flew in  for the  very last tim e, the  snow was 
m elting fast, the  roads were ru tted  and filled w ith  deep 
puddles, and th e  ditches th a t ran  beside the  tow n’s few 
streets were all ru n n in g  w ith  m eltwater. In spite of the 
m uck, it was a beautiful tim e for getting  out and  going 
for a walk. The big lake beside th e  convent, however, 
was still frozen solid.

Adam and Elvis cam e to  me w ith  a proposition. They 
couldn’t  find Jojo in  th e  usual places, bu t they knew  
w here he was going. He would be easy to find because 
every spring he hunted in the  sam e valley, and it w asn’t 
far from the  town.

“You m ean we have to trail him  through the  snow?” I 
said.

“Oh, no,” said Adam, “we got wheels, m an. We’ll drive 
right to the valley. We got it all organized.”

Adam  was a great organizer. He had political leader 
w ritten  all over him . H e was handsom e and charism atic 
and a bit of a bullshitter, but a likeable bullshitter.

Adam  dressed m e up in a yellow Ski-Doo suit and 
Sorels, and  away we w ent in Elvis’s half-ton. We were a 
jolly crew. We took the  road past the  dum p, bouncing 
along and  spraying the  trees on e ither side w ith  w ater 
from  the  puddles. We cam e around a corner, and  Elvis 
slam m ed on the  brakes.

“You see w hat I see?” he said to  Adam.
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They leapt out of the  cab. I clam bered out after them  
and w ent around to  the  back of the  truck. The m en were 
loading th e ir rifles and  squinting in to  th e  bush on one 
side of the  road. Some wide, fresh tracks seem ed to  lead 
away from  the  road and  into the  trees. Elvis beckoned 
m e to  re tu rn  to  the  cab, and Adam  clim bed into the  box 
w ith  his rifle. Elvis th rew  it into first and drove slowly 
dow n th e  road. He asked if I w ould hold his rifle and 
hand it to him  if he had to leap out of the  truck.

“Is it a bear?” I said.
“M ight be a bear,” he said, g laring into the  bush and 

glancing back at Adam, w ho was stand ing  at the  ready 
w ith  his legs w ide apart in  the  box of the  tru ck  like a 
m an riding shotgun in  an  old W estern movie.

“M ight be a moose.”
Elvis g rinned  at me. “Shoot first and  ask questions 

later, ah?”
I th in k  he was kidding. Elvis had always been such 

a quiet, thoughtful student—alm ost grave. But today he 
was anyth ing  but grave; he was positively gleeful. I had 
the feeling that w e were no longer in my classroom. The 
truck  poked along, in and out of a series of huge puddles, 
Elvis holding the  wheel w ith  one hand and peering into 
the  bush. The tru ck  seem ed to  know  w hich way to go, 
because Elvis rarely had his eyes on the  road. We cam e 
to a fork, w here the  road continued north , and the other 
road, m ore a trail th an  a road, headed back northeast at 
a sharp  angle and up a long hill.

Elvis poked his head out th e  w indow  and yelled to 
Adam , “You stay here. I’ll drive up th e  trail and  raise 
some hell.”
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Like a soldier at th e  N orm andy  landing , Adam  
vaulted out of th e  tru ck  and into the  puddles and took 
his place behind  a fallen spruce. H ere he could w atch 
both  roads and, if he had to, duck behind the  fallen tree 
or use it as a gun rest.

Elvis gunned  it up the  hill about tw o hundred paces 
o r so. First he looked back at Adam, who waved to  him  
from a crouch; then  he took the  vehicle off the  trail and 
into the  bush along a sm aller trail w here the  going was 
good. He stopped the  tru ck  and w aited  un til all was 
silent. T hen  he clapped the  palm  of his hand  on the  
horn and blasted away. It sounded like a g iant saxophone 
stuck  in  the  key of E. Elvis opened the door of the  cab 
and I handed  h im  his rifle. He w aded into the  bush in 
his galoshes, w hich were unzipped dow n to the  bottom . 
Elvis’s galoshes were always unzipped. He w ent no more 
th a n  a dozen steps into the  bush and  w aited. T hen  he 
raised his rifle up to the  treetops and fired several times. 
We rem ained silent for a m inute or so.

A shot rang out, and a d istant voice growled, “Son of 
a bitch!”

We got back into th e  tru ck  and  drove back to  get 
Adam.

“M oose got lucky today,” Adam  said. “Cow w ith  a lit
tle one.”

“Are you going after them ?” I said.
“In  th ere?” said Adam. “You drive a tru ck  in  there, 

how far you gonna go, ah?”
I had m eant on foot, but I didn’t w an t to push things.
We w ent back up the  long hill, past w here Elvis had 

stopped to  honk his horn and fire his rifle, and continued
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up over th e  hill and dow n in to  a valley. The road had 
becom e one vast brow n puddle, and Elvis’s truck  seemed 
to  sw im  th rough  it. We churned  th rough  canyons of 
m uddy w ater and rose and fell in our seats, but Elvis’s 
tru ck  never faltered. At last w e pulled off the  road and 
stopped. The tw o m en w ent to  the  back of the  tru ck  and 
began to set up a ram p for their snowmobiles. O ne was 
a big yellow affair, w hich I would ride on behind Adam, 
and the o ther was a small black m achine w ith  a cracked 
housing, w hich Elvis would drive to  lead the  way.

“Jojo’s got a little cabin in there,” said Adam. “He goes 
ou t from  the  cabin.”

And we were off. I’m  sure these snow m achines could 
go slowly, but today my friends w ere clearly not there  
to  look at scenery. We w ere all dem ons for speed, and 
we flew along a trail at the  edge of a long cutline. Come 
on, Adam, I w anted to  say. Fess up. Jojo is a figment o f your 
imagination. W hen we get to the cabin, I will enter and 
every student in English 100 will leap up and cry out “Sur
prise!” and the party will be on.

I was beg inn ing  to  tire  of my assigned role as the 
naive w hite guy.

We arrived at th e  sm all cabin, and snowshoe tracks 
and  boot tracks w ere all over the  place. Som eone had 
packed the snow dow n all around the  cabin and into the 
bush a ways to  the  outhouse. Elvis knocked and called 
out Jojo’s nam e, and  we w ent inside, but no one was 
there.

“Let’s go, cowboys,” cried  Adam , and we roared off 
into the  w oods, following a fresh snow shoe trail. We 
seem ed to  go a long way, several m iles at least, before
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we stopped beside a steep incline th a t overlooked a 
stream . T he ravine w as stuffed  w ith  sm all trees and 
bush, like an  elongated th icket th a t w ound through the 
valley. The snowshoe trail w ent right down into the  bush 
and  crossed the  stream  and  w ent up th e  o ther side. I 
could see w here the  snow shoes had done som e sliding, 
because the  dow nw ard tilt was about the  angle of a very 
fast ski slope. There was no way in  the  world that these 
guys could take th e ir m achines dow n there, and  I was 
relieved. My head was buzzing from  the  noise and the 
vibrations of the  motor.

But I was wrong.
Elvis w ent first, straigh t dow n the  h ill. He simply 

crashed through a wall of willows and small spruce and 
onto the  ice th a t covered the  stream  and up the  o ther 
side. I could hardly believe my eyes.

“C ’m on, cowboy,” cried Adam. “Let’s ride!"
I tried  to  disguise my reluctance and clim bed aboard 

behind Adam . I rem em ber carry ing  his rifle w ith  one 
hand and clinging to his m idsection w ith  the  other. He 
revved up his engine, and I bid goodbye to  all I knew  and 
loved, and w e rocketed dow n the  trail Elvis had carved 
w ith  the  treads of his snowmobile. Each tim e we struck a 
hum p in the  snow, I g runted, and as we approached the 
tangle of bush and trees below, my g run ts  becam e louder 
and louder. It was my way of pleading for my life w ith 
out seeming to  plead for my life. And th en  w e crashed 
through the  ice. The sudden halt launched m e upw ard 
and  into a deep cornice at th e  far edge of the  creek. I 
m ust have been tw isted  around  in  m idair, because I 
landed rum p-first. I m ight have been in shock. I got to
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my feet, and my legs w ere shaking and my hands had 
gone clammy. But I was v irtually  unscratched.

The rifle was still in  my hands.
Adam  was cussing and bleeding from  the  head and 

soaking w et from the thighs down. He was d irecting  all 
of his venom  at the  great yellow snowm obile am id the 
gurgling of the  stream  and a roar from  above. The roar 
was com ing from  our co-conspirator, Elvis, w ho was 
laughing maniacally.

H auling the  snow m obile out of th e  stream  was not 
easy. We all tried  to get a foothold on the  ice and pull in 
unison, but th e  ice was cracking every w hich way, and 
the  m achine was upside dow n and seem ed to  be stuck 
on som eth ing  un d er th e  w ater. But w e got it ou t and 
hauled it back th rough  the  th icket, and  th ere  it stood, 
soaking w et w ith  a bent ru n n er and som eth ing  w rong 
w ith  the  starter. Its housing was cracked just like the  
housing on Elvis’s m achine, and I w ondered how m any 
tim es they had practiced this maneuver. Adam and  Elvis 
knew  absolutely how  to  get the  snow m obile s ta rted  
again and up the  hill, bu t their m ethods differed, and a 
long discussion ensued.

I looked around  and spotted  th e  snowshoe track. It 
headed up th e  far side of the  stream ’s ban k  on a rela
tively gentle slope not far from  the  place w here Elvis’s 
black snowm obile had clim bed. I knew  th a t we would 
be m ucking around by th e  stream  for som e tim e, so I 
crossed over on th e  ice and stom ped through the  snow 
to  see w here the  tracks led. I m ade it up the  slope and 
looked back dow n a t A dam  and Elvis, w ho w ere still
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arguing about how  to get the big expletive yellow snow
mobile s ta rted , and  if th a t failed, how  to  get it up  the 
expletive hill.

I w andered onto a trail, w hich becam e easier to  fol
low, and soon I was w alking alm ost com fortably in the  
steps o f the  alleged great hun ter in snowshoes. W hen I 
re tu rned  in fifteen m inutes or so, I would no doubt once 
again find my com panions deep in discussion.

The trail w ound pleasantly through the trees, and as 
the  voices of my students faded, I found myself relaxing. 
The rays of the sun penetrated  through the  gloom of the 
forest, casting  pale purple shadows of the  trees on  the  
snow. I heard a bird call, perhaps an  owl, I don’t  rem em 
ber. But I stopped to  locate th e  bird up high and th en  
lower, and then  lower still until I was staring at a m an I 
had never seen before. He looked like a vigorous old fel
low, short and  lean and alm ost too preoccupied to give 
m e a second of his tim e. He w ore a dark  green parka, 
ca rried  an  old rucksack on his back, and held a bush 
rifle in one hand. He w asn’t  w earing any gloves.

“Jojo?” I said. “Jojo M itew in?”
He looked at me w ith  a b lank expression, but beneath 

that blankness seemed to lie an  attitude th a t I can only 
guess at. Was it d isdain , p lain  and simple? Curiosity? 
Had he come back to see w hat the  uproar was all about? 
O r was he just looking at me w ith  indifference, the kind 
he m ight have felt for th e  countless people w ho talked 
about him  and  tried  to roust h im  out o f his cabin  but 
w ere perhaps ill-equipped to  understand  him?

“Are you the  hunter?” I said.
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God only knows w hat I looked like to him . A tourist, 
perhaps, or a would-be disciple? O ne of those w hite men 
who were always asking questions of Aboriginals in wor
shipful tones? An intruder?

I realized  before he tu rn ed  away th a t he was not 
going to answ er me, that he was going to w alk into the 
bush in  his snowshoes and disappear as though he had 
earned the  right to be free from people like me.

And th a t’s just w hat he did. There goes the last great 
hunter, I said to myself. The last great hunter.

h u g h  b r o d y  t e l l s  us, in The Other Side o f Eden, th a t 
“th ere  are v irtually  no people in the  w orld today who 
live purely as hunter-gatherers.” Loss of habitat is one 
obvious reason for this decline am ong hunters. Loss of 
habitat, loss of wildlife. Brody has dedicated  his life to 
studying A boriginal hunter-gatherers th roughou t the 
N orth . H e m anaged to learn  som e of th e ir languages 
and becam e in tim ate w ith  th e ir ways. I to rtu re  myself 
w ith  the  conviction th a t had Hugh Brody been  there  in 
the  woods instead of me, he would have w orn  the  proper 
footw ear. He w ould have pursued  Jojo M itew in  and 
befriended him.

W riters w ith  Brody’s dedication to  the  natu ral in teg
rity  of the  w ilderness and  to th e  First N ations people 
w ho still live there bring back w arnings for all of us. O ne 
of these w riters is Rick Bass. He studied the  m igratory 
caribou  up on th e  b arren  grounds. In his book Cari
bou Rising, Bass rem inds us th a t th e  storied Porcupine 
herd of Arctic caribou has declined from  1 8 0 ,0 0 0  to
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1 2 9 ,0 0 0  anim als in less th an  tw o decades. Oil drilling 
in  Alaska, espoused by the  Bush-Cheney adm inistration, 
could finish off th is herd and  the  people w hose cu lture 
and very survival depend on its health.

C hange con tinen ts  and  w e get roughly th e  sam e 
story; it scarcely m atters w hich continent. Jerry Haigh 
has seen w ildlife depredation and its im pact on native 
hunters all over the world, and each of his observations 
falls into a sim ilar story line. His experiences in Africa 
give us just one example.

H aigh was tra in e d  as a v e te rin a rian  in Glasgow, 
and East Africa was one o f the  rem ote places w here he 
worked, observing and  studying wildlife. H e notes that 
the  grow th of hum an population in Africa exceeds that 
o f any o th er continent. If the  Pleistocene Africa, the  
land of abundan t lions, rhinos, hippos, and elephants, is 
all but gone, it is because th e ir habitat has tu rned , like 
the  G reat Plains of N orth  Am erica, into an  agricultural 
and industrial landscape. The pressure to invade the  last 
wild spaces comes, at one end, from a population of poor 
people try in g  to scratch out a living from  the  ground, 
and, at the  other, from  groups of landow ners who are 
greedy for m ore land, m ore cattle, and the  prestige that 
comes from  it. In his m ost recent book, The Trouble with 
Lions, H aigh refers to  th is la tter group of A frican land
ow ners as “megapastoralists.”

In  a d d itio n  to  th is  c o n tin e n ta l  lan d g ra b , local 
poachers prey on w ild  A frican an im als for bush m eat. 
Som etim es the  simple need for food tu rn s  into a blood
b ath , as it d id  in  th e  D em ocratic Republic o f Congo’s
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V irunga N ational Park, w here th e  popu la tion  o f w ild 
hippos plunged from  22,875 t0  3 15 over a tw enty-year 
period.

I can  hear th e  irrepressible voice o f Richie Goosen, 
boom ing w ith  A lberta optim ism  through a m egaphone: 

“No way in  the  world could we w ipe out these critters.”
I can  hear the  youthful voice of my friend Bill W atson 

saying, “O h, yes we can.”
“We” is not m erely native poachers, squatters, ranch

ers, hunter-gatherers; it is th e  h u m an  race. In  th is 
massive kill-off, w e are all com plicit, and  N orth  Amer
ica is p a rt of a larger picture. N orth  A m erican history 
bears w itness to th e  doom ed hun t th a t used to  sustain  
a vast netw ork of First N ations people. From th e  N orth  
A m erican Arctic and  sub-Arctic hun ters to  th e  hunter- 
gatherers of th e  G reat Plains as far sou th  as n o rth ern  
M exico, a trag ic story unfolded in  w hich subsistence 
hun ting  was pushed to the  m argins.

From  th e  seven teen th  to  the  n in e teen th  cen tury , 
along th e  rivers w here E uropean  trad e rs  m et w ith  
A boriginal hunters, p rim arily  on th e  n o rth  side of the 
M edicine Line, the  fu r trade flourished. O n the  south 
side of the M edicine Line, the  buffalo trade on the  Great 
Plains took off. Subsistence hun ting  and trapping tu rned , 
of necessity, into com m erce. Inevitably, from  th is point 
onw ard, th e  num bers of bison and fur-bearing anim als 
began to  decline.

Louis Bird, a Swampy-Cree elder and oral h istorian , 
m ulls over an  old com plicity betw een  E uro-C anadian 
traders and A boriginal hunters. (H e speaks to  Roland 
Bohr, a h is to rian  w ho records h im  on  tape.) W hen
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Ind ians an d  W hites got in to  business, Bird tells us, 
b o th  sides got greedy, and  th e  old beliefs about the 
conservation  o f an im als, th e  veneration  o f an im als, 
w ere forgotten. W hen C hristian ity  arrived am ong the 
Swam py-Cree, th e  priests “e lim inated  th e  trad itional 
First Nations beliefs and practices. All the  spiritual ideas 
w ere condem ned and  elim inated  by 1950 . . .  the  code 
of ethics th a t was there  in  the  m inds . . .  o f people has 
been d istorted  and been sort of erased in  the  m inds of 
the  new  generations . . . ”

Since the  days of massive erasures of A boriginal cul
tu re  in N orth Am erica, there  has been a cu ltural rebirth , 
from  tribal group to  tribal group, across the  continent. 
Form er victim s of residential school abuse in C anada 
have taken p art in  a massive healing project, w hich has 
become one of the  dram atic stories of our tim e. I’ve been 
learn ing  about th is story  from  a Saskatoon elder, an  
Ojibway counselor and  spiritual leader by the  nam e of 
W alter Linklater.

W alter was born  and raised, un til the  age of seven, 
at th e  C ouchiching First N ation n o rth  of Fort Frances, 
O ntario. His people were hunters and trappers, and each 
fall, young W alter would head up no rth  to the family trap- 
line and  stay there  w ith  his parents in a sm all cabin all 
w inter. This life ended for him  w hen he was taken  away 
from his parents and forced to  go to  a residential school.

W alter spen t m any years try in g  to  recover his 
m em ory o f his language (A nishinabe) and  his fam i
ly’s practices. H e had been told at the  school, w here he 
converted to Catholicism , th a t his parents were pagans, 
atheists, anim al worshippers. But by talk ing  to the  old
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people about the  years he was a child, W alter discovered 
th a t his parents were very spiritual beings. On m ornings 
before a hun ting  and trapp ing  expedition, th e  wom en 
w ould arise  w ith  th e  daw n and  begin  th e ir  prayers. 
These prayers cam e as they lit the  m orning fires and pre
pared the  early-m orning meal. Then the  m en would get 
up, and they too would sing their prayers. These prayers 
gave voice to  th e ir respect for the  E arth , th e ir M other, 
and the  Great Spirit. They would pray th a t the  anim als 
would be sent to  the  hunters to feed the people.

They had strict rules about overkilling, and if the  day 
started  off w ith  an  easy kill, th e  m en would re tu rn  early 
from  the  hun t. W alter rem em bers a particu larly  lucky 
day, on w hich the  m en brought dow n a m oose at first 
light, and he w atched them  from  the  doorway of his par
ents’ cabin as they re tu rned  on snowshoes over the  early 
snow.

His people had been  deeply sp iritual from  tim e 
im m em orial. This discovery was a huge surprise to  Wal
ter. W ith help from  th e  elders he began to  rem em ber 
the  hunting rituals. Before a hunt, for example, the  m en 
w ould light a sm udge from  sw eetgrass o r som e o ther 
p lants, and  they  w ould take th e  sm oke to  th e ir  fire
arm s to  purify them  before the  kill. The anim als were as 
m uch a p art of their families as their ow n people, so to 
h un t them  w ithout reverence would be unthinkable.

Totemtik. This is a Cree word th a t W alter gave me so 
th a t I m ight understand  th is reverence for the  anim als. 

“Totemtik m eans all my relations, hum an and other.” He 
does not have dom inion over the  anim als; he is connected 
to them  as though they were family.
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I confessed to  W alter that I had been a keen hun ter in 
my tim e. I asked him  som ething about the  word hunting, 
the  fact th a t Native subsistence hunters and sport hunt
ers used the sam e word. Did th a t m ean th a t some vital 
connections m ight exist betw een the tw o groups?

He didn’t really answ er the  question, or perhaps his 
answ er got lost am ong the  m any o ther questions I pep
pered h im  w ith . But one phrase rem ains in my taped 
in terv iew  w ith  W alter th a t tells me w hat his people 
thought of w hite m en who hunted for sport. “They killed 
an im als just for th e  fun  of it.” As he said this, W alter’s 
tone was closer to  bem usem ent th an  m oral disapproval. 
He seems to have left his youthful anger behind.

i f  w e  l o o k  at A boriginal h u n tin g  free of th e  con
strain ts o f com m erce, free of the  traders’ greed and the  
greed of the  hunters them selves, we can perhaps appre
ciate w hat Louis Bird m eant, w hat it was like am ong the 
Native subsistence hun ters o f the  N orth . H ugh Brody 
is helpful here. H e strives, w ith  adm irable insight, to 
en ter the  Aboriginal hun ter’s psyche, including m any of 
its cu ltu ra l variations in various p arts  of th e  world. In 
this case, he speaks of the  hunters of the  D unne-za First 
N ation (the Beaver Indians), w ho live at th e  H alfw ay 
River Reserve in the  foothills of the  no rthern  Rockies.

The Dunne-za, like m any other hunter-gatherer 
peoples, use dreams to locate both the animals they 
will kill and the routes along which they must travel 
to find these animals. The hunt is something other 
than  m ere hunting; rather, it is part of a vitally
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im portant relationship. The people depend upon 
the anim als and the anim als allow themselves to 
be killed. An anim al’s agreement to become food is 
secured through the respect that hunters and their 
families show to the land in general and to the ani
mals in particular. If anim als and hunters are on 
good terms, then the hunters are successful. If they 
are on bad term s, the hunt fails, and the animals 
withdraw into secret and unhappy places.

Brody talks w ith  these hunters and hunts alongside 
of them . H e learns how  to connect the  dream s w ith  the 
specific techn iques o f th e  h u n t. “To find th e  an im als 
th a t are w illing  to  be k illed, D unne-za hu n ters  travel 
a long  tra ils  th a t  reveal them selves in  d ream s.” T his 
seem s to  be th e  only w ay th a t th e  hu n ters  can  en lis t 
th e  vo lum inous am o u n ts  o f in fo rm a tio n  abou t th e ir  
hom e territory  in the  cause of hunting success. “D ream 
ing,” Brody rem inds us, “is the  m ind’s way of com bining 
and  using  m ore in form ation  th an  the  conscious m ind 
can  hold. It allows m em ory and  in tu ition  and  facts to 
interm ingle.”

In N orth  A m erica, we have tw o historical traditions 
of hunting , then , and these system s are a t odds w ith  
one another. The sport hunters gather in friendship and 
m anliness, or in A rtem isian solidarity, to feel m ore com 
pletely alive. The an im als are there  for th e ir diversion. 
The subsistence hunters, w om en included, gather to  feed 
their families as they have always done. The anim als are 
likened to  blood relatives of th e  tribes th a t h u n t them . 
In both  cases, the  hun t has becom e an  age-old source of
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cu ltu ra l reaffirm ation, b u t the  tw o cu ltures seem  reso
lutely opposed to each o ther’s rights to hun t and to their 
practice of hunting.

And th e  tw o traditions have becom e splintered over 
the  last half-century or so. Legions of sport hunters have 
stopped being sporting  about the  hunt. They let their 
a t v s , th e ir expensive toys, th e ir guides, or th e ir money 
do the  hunting  for them . And m any Aboriginal hunters 
have lost the tradition  of spirituality that guided them  in 
their prehistoric hunting days. Trevor H erriot puts it this 
way: they “no longer follow dream  trails or anoint their 
rifles or live in that m atrix of respect, reverence and rela
tionship th a t the  elders speak about.”

W hat can  A boriginal subsistence hu n ters  of con
science learn  from  the  entreaties of conservation-m inded 
sport hunters, and w hat can these sporting hunters learn 
from  the  tim e-honored beliefs of A boriginal hunters? A 
com m on criticism  from sportsm en in N orth  Am erica is 
th a t Native hunters don’t  observe any seasons or bag lim 
its. They will shoot a pregnant cow m oose o r a bearing 
caribou as readily as a bull. They w ill, even today, kill 
whales, w hich are clearly endangered anim als.

T here is an o th er side to  th is story. If, for example, 
we listen to w hat Native caribou hunters tell us about 
their hun ting  beliefs, we can  discover signs of reticence 
and even compassion tow ard these anim als. Here is the 
voice of M ath ieu  M estokosho, describing a w in ter cari
bou hun t in Labrador. He was a great Innu  hun ter in the 
early tw entieth  century, and his stories of the  hun t were 
tran sla ted  from  his A lgonkian tongue to  French and 
th en  into English:



1 5 6  • a  h u n t e r ’ s  c o n f e s s i o n

We had just finished our work when the old hunt
ers arrived w ith the caribou fetuses, which they 
laid in the middle of the t e n t . . .  After the meal, 
my grandfather picked up the rope that had been 
tied to one of the caribou fetuses and asked the 
other hunter seated by him, “W hat was the rope for, 
since we had bags to carry the fetuses?” The o th
ers, who were seated in two rows, each facing the 
other, replied that it wasn’t them . “Well, who then?” 
dem anded my grandfather. And Puniss replied, “It 
was me and there’s no point talking about it any lon
ger.” But my grandfather snapped back that he must 
know that no one has the right to transport a cari
bou fetus without carrying it in a bag. “We will have 
a cold north wind because of your error. We aren’t 
very well sheltered from the wind here. It’s [like] a 
desert.”

Puniss said to my grandfather, “I didn’t w ant to 
stain  my coat w ith blood.” Puniss was wearing a 
white coat that he wanted to keep clean.

H ere a re  hu n ters  on  snow shoes, already overbur
dened w ith  supplies, who nevertheless ca rry  w ith  them  
th e  fetuses of all the  bearing  cows they  have shot, as 
though they  are bearing  th e  w eight o f th e ir tran sg res
sions against the  caribou, carry ing  th e ir rem orse upon 
their backs.

M estokosho and his fellow hunters shot thousands 
of caribou over ha lf a century  ago to  feed their families. 
If they d idn’t  succeed in killing  a lot of an im als, they 
knew  th a t they ran  th e  risk of no t m aking  it through



T h e  L a s t  G r e a t  H u n t e r  • 157

th e  w inters. They hunted  on foot, tra iling  the  herds of 
caribou. They walked astounding distances in the  snow. 
They som etim es used dogs to help pull their equipm ent 
on  toboggans, bu t they did m ost of th e  w ork w ithou t 
dogs. They lived through the  coldest w inters in tents. It 
was a life th a t allowed no laziness or any kind of slacking. 
They never talked about habitat or species conservation, 
b u t M estokosho’s people grew  up w ith  cau tionary  sto 
ries about hunters who w ent too far and killed too m any 
caribou. M athieu M estokosho never resorted to surveys 
o r statistics to back up his claim s of excessive hunting; 
instead, he told m orality tales o f people starving the  fol
low ing w in te r because they  could no longer find any 
caribou.

h u n t i n g  s e a s o n s . Bag limits based on surveys. Laws 
th a t d ictate  w hich species and w hich sex can  be killed 
and  w hen it is legal to  kill them . Specific hun ting  and 
no-hunting zones. Conservation officers. These are the  
constraints I grew  up w ith  as a hunter. We tried  to obey 
all th e  regulations because if w e got caught by a gam e 
w arden (as we called them  in  the  early days), we would 
be fined and our guns would be taken  away. But I hon
ored these regulations, and I still do, and not just to 
avoid the penalties.

The system  I grew  up w ith  was geared tow ard con
tro llin g  natu re . T he areas p rescribed  by law w here 
hun ters can  pu rsue w ild life a re  called m anagem ent 
zones. The system  th a t governs these  laws is called 
w ildlife m anagem ent. It’s the  w hite m an’s way. I honor 
th is system , but I’m  not entirely  com fortable w ith  the
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assum ptions th a t come w ith  it, especially the  belief that 
we can control nature.

We fill the new  land w ith  our offspring and subdue it 
and have dom inion over the  fish of the  sea and over the 
birds of the  air and over every living th in g  th a t moves 
upon the  ea rth . If a wave of prosperity  dictates th a t we 
need, say, th ree  new  strip  m alls, an  expanded suburb, 
tw o golf courses, and a bigger drag-racing facility, we 
feel entitled to destroy all the habitat w e require for the 
new  projects. W hen som eone questions these actions, 
we rem ind her th a t this is progress and no one w ith  any 
brains will mess w ith  progress. Genesis i ,  verse 28, ru n  
amok.

M ath ieu  M estokosho w ill te ll us o f poor h u n tin g  
practices am ong his ow n Innu  hunters, m en w ho w aste 
m eat, m en w ho leave dead caribou  to  ro t because the  
h u n ters  a re  too  tired  to  re trieve  and  b u tch er th e  a n i
mals. My fa ther ta lked  about som e of his ow n hunting  
com panions in the sam e way. Is it too m uch of a stretch, 
then, to say that the  failings of hunters, both  Aboriginal 
and  non-A boriginal, a re  p re tty  m uch th e  sam e th ing? 
Surely a coalition of concerned sport hunters and hunter- 
gatherers w ould agree th a t decisions on th e  fu tu re  of 
h u n tin g  in  N o rth  A m erica should  have a lot m ore to  
do w ith  the  health and abundance of the  anim als and a 
lot less to  do w ith  anyone’s right to  harvest them . It all 
s ta rts , as Trevor H errio t keeps rem inding  me, w ith  the 
th ree  Rs: reverence, respect, relationship.

Am  I d ream in g  here? Could such a coa lition  of 
A borig inal and  non-A borig inal h u n te rs  ever exist?
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W ould they ever sit dow n and agree th a t w ha t’s good 
for th e  ecosystem  and the  wildlife is good for all of us? 
Dream y-eyed idealists all? W hen you read lum inaries 
like Hugh Brody and Ted C ham berlin  and Barry Lopez, 
you com e to  believe th a t such m iracles of solidarity are 
possible.

In the  spring of 2 0 0 8 , my bro ther sent m e an  a r ti
cle by Elie Dolgin about the  Dolly Varden. The Dolly is 
a tasty  char freckled w ith  small pink dots on its side and 
beautifully w hite-edged fins, and it has always been very 
popular w ith  anglers in British Columbia. It was nam ed 
afte r a charac te r in  a Dickens novel who was fond of 
polka-dotted calico. Like th e ir  cousins in A lberta, the 
bull tro u t, the  Dolly Varden in  the  Yukon and N o rth 
w est Territories were suddenly placed on the  endangered 
list. Biologist N athan  M illar was assigned the daunting 
task of locating one of the  Dolly’s m ost v ital spaw ning 
grounds so th a t he could im plant th e  adult fish w ith  
radio tran sm itte rs  and  follow th e ir  progress as they 
m igrated upriver. His research  could provide fisheries 
biologists w ith  the  necessary inform ation to try  to  save 
the  species. But after m uch searching along the  Vittrek- 
w a River, he m anaged to find alm ost no fish for tagging.

In desperation he tu rn ed  to his Native assistant for 
help. S tephen Tetlichi, a trad itional h u n te r from  the  
area (Fort M cPherson), took M illar to  his uncle, an  elder 
nam ed W illiam  Teya. This uncle rem em bered a tim e 
w hen the Gwich’in people could count thousands of Dol
lies in their spawning stream s. The problem  was th a t the 
last tim e W illiam  Teya had visited the spaw ning grounds
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of the  V ittrekw a River was over fifty years ago, and back 
then  the  best way in  was by dogsled.

W ith  a m ix tu re of skepticism  and  desperate  hope, 
M illar loaded Teya into a helicopter, and they bo th  began 
to  search the  river for signs of the spaw ning ground. The 
search took only m inutes. Because o f W illiam ’s great 
intim acy w ith  the  places in w hich he used to h u n t and 
fish, he led th e  team  right to  th e  spot. The G w ich’in 
people and the  fisheries biologists had an  equal stake in 
the  health of this creature, and so they cooperated to the 
great fortune of the  Dolly Varden.

This success story is m erely my m ost recent example 
of hunter-gatherer nations cooperating w ith  w hite con
servationists to  protect w ildlife from  extinction. A fuller 
account of this kind of cooperation can  be found in Ian 
M cAllister’s recent book, The Last Wild Wolves, in w hich 
a young w hite  scien tist, C hris D arim ont, team s up 
w ith  an  elderly tracker, C hester S tarr, a m ixed Heiltsuk 
and Kitasoo native, w ho is also a tra ined  archaeologist. 
Together they track  and  study wolves in an  attem pt to 
protect the rem aining packs of the  G reat Bear Rainforest. 
The cooperation betw een  such d isparate peoples feels 
like a form  of ecum enicism  am ong different religions.

W riter Barry Lopez rem inds us th a t trad itional hunt
ing peoples all over N orth  Am erica cleave to the notion 
th a t “a sp iritual landscape exists w ith in  the  physical 
landscape.” His initial source for th is observation was a 
Lakota w om an nam ed Elaine Jahner. From tim e to tim e, 
the  hun ter w ould see som ething “fleeting in the  land, a 
m om ent w hen line, color, and m ovem ent intensify and
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som ething sacred is revealed, leading one to believe that 
th ere  is an o th er realm  of reality  corresponding to  the 
physical one, but different.”

T he co rrespond ing  h u n tin g  o rthodoxy th a t has 
descended to m e from  its origins in th e  British Isles 
and  its early N orth  A m erican adherents (H enry  David 
Thoreau’s Walden, for example) is a m ix of transcenden
talism , w hich sees the sacred in  the  natu ra l world, and 
eth ical th in k in g  th a t derives from  w estern  philosophy. 
The hunters I know, atheists though som e of them  may 
be, are in m any cases w illing to  ta lk  about the  w ilder
ness and its creatures in  sacred term s. H unters of good 
conscience from  all over the continent, w hite o r Aborig
inal, seem  to  u n d erstan d  these  days th a t if hunting , 
under th e  pressures of farm ing  in the  South and m in 
ing and drilling  in th e  N orth , w ere to  becom e a th ing  
o f the  past, an  entire mosaic of complex and  intelligent 
cultures would surely go dow n w ith  it.

M y ow n hope is th a t th is complex o f beliefs handed 
dow n from  older to  younger hunters will in some way be 
preserved and th a t it w ill inform  our fu ture relationship 
w ith  wild anim als and the  habitat that sustains them . As 
I’ve in tim ated  earlier in  th is chapter, I am  always look
ing for signs th a t enlightened First Nations hunters, and 
the  enlightened ones from  my ow n tribe are viewing the 
hun t w ith  a sim ilar kind of reverence and respect. Some
tim es I don’t  have to  look very far.

Karla Jessen W illiam son, a respected  scholar, is a 
kalaaleq (an Inuk from  G reenland) w ho m arried  a w hite 
m an and moved to  Canada. She had grow n up on a diet
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of w ild m eat—caribou , auks, eiders, seal and  w hale 
m eat, as well as cod, red snapper, salm on, and char. She 
never hunted  out on the  ocean for whales o r out on the 
ice for seals, because these hunts were done by the men. 
But during  the  sum m ers around the  fjords in  southw est 
G reenland, Karla hunted  for caribou w ith  her family to 
supplem ent the  food th a t they bought from the  store.

In her new  hom e in  Saskatchew an, she generally  
adapted  w ell—she was linguistica lly  g ifted , and  she 
had all the  intellectual stim ulation she w anted. But she 
had to  adjust to  pork, pizza, chicken, and o ther types of 
perplexingly dom estic fare th a t she purchased at malls 
in Saskatoon. W hen Karla shopped for food at Safeway, 
she used to  bring her daughter, Laakkuluk, along w ith  
her. W hen Laakkuluk was th ree  years old, she beheld 
an  impressive array of m eat on the counter one day. She 
tu rn ed  to her m other and  said, “Safeway m ust be a very 
good hunter!”

Karla soon becam e desperate to  eat real food. She was 
fortunate to  m eet people in Saskatoon who were ardent 
hun ters, and tw o of her favorites w ere B arbara and 
R uthanne Hanbidge, w hom  we m et in  C hapter 6. They 
took her out deer hun ting  in  som e of th e ir  best-loved 
spots, and the th ree  w om en did very well in  the  venison 
departm ent.

T hey m ight have had d ifferen t m otives for h u n t
ing—the H anbidges for recreational reasons and  Karla 
for cu ltu ra l ones—but they  bonded du rin g  these  out
ings. This bonding was possible, Karla claim s, because 
all th ree  w om en brought the  sam e degree of reverence
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and respect for the  w ild anim als. “Their intentions were 
right,” Karla told me. “W hen you hun t and kill an  an i
m al for food, your in tentions m ust be right.” The th ree  
w om en felt a sort of “unquestioned bonding” because 
they shared a set of values tow ard the  habitat, the  game 
laws, and the anim als themselves. “We could all feel con
nected to  the  anim als and to  the  land.” The Inuit never 
shoot an  anim al if they have a poor chance o f killing it. 
To cause suffering for an  anim al would be unthinkable. 
The Hanbidge w om en agree heartily.

O ne of Karla’s only surprises at hun ting  w ith  Ruth
anne  and Barbara was on the  question of sharing  m eat. 
In G reen land , w hen  Karla brought dow n a caribou , 
she always shared the  m eat w ith  the  fam ilies of all the 
people on the  hunt. But w hen she hunted  w ith  the  H an
bidges and  brought dow n a deer, they  gave her th e ir 
blessing to  keep all of the  m eat herself. As she had done 
w ith  th e  caribou in  her native G reenland, she would 
b ring  th e  carcass righ t in to  th e  hom e and  bu tcher it 
there ra ther th an  doing it outside or in  a gu tting  shed.

I was im pressed w ith  th e  gravity in Karla’s voice 
w hen she spoke about bringing death  to  a w ild anim al. 
This feeling applies equally to the  land and to  the  plants 
th a t grow on it. “W hen you snap off a pea pod o r a bean 
to  eat, it is the sam e snap of death an  anim al m ight feel 
w hen you break its neck.” T here is no essential differ
ence. The w om en’s relationship w ith  the  land and w ith  
the  an im als m ust be sound, even if the  w om en do less 
actual hun ting  th an  th e  m en. The m en depend on the 
wom en’s compassion.
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I feel lucky that hunters like Karla Jessen W illiam son 
and W alter Linklater were patient enough to fu rth e r my 
education on the  subject of A boriginal hunting, an  edu
cation th a t m ust have begun w ith  my failed conversation 
w ith  Jojo M itew in. Som etim es it feels as though I am  
still on his trail.

Jojo, w herever you are, come back and talk  to us.



8  P L E A S U R E

Alertness: the h u n ter  is the a lert m an. 

l o s i  O R T E G A  y  G A S S E T ,  Meditations on Hunting

I n  t h e  late 1960s and early 1970s, I usually shot to get my 
limit of grouse or mallards. O n a good day, my friends and 

I would come home with whatever the limit allowed. O n a 
rare day, I would fill out my own limit and help my hunting 
partners fill theirs. As a bird hunter I was so keen for the kill 
that I would sometimes have to force myself to walk more 
slowly so as not to elbow my buddies out of my way and get 
off the first shot. I wanted to return to the car with the pock
ets of my hunting coat bulging with birds. Like Hemingway, I 
wanted to kill cleanly, often, and in a way that gave me plea
sure and pride. If, by the end of the day, I had shot badly, I 
would try to prolong the hunt and shoot at one more bird, 
and then another, until it was dark. The drive home was usu
ally depressing.

D uring this tim e, I had a recurren t dream . I am  hunt
ing w ith  a friend, and w e have shot some birds. A sort 
of frenzy has taken  over, and  as the  d ream  reaches its
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clim ax, we have cornered som e grouse in  an  old barn . 
They try  to  hide in the  stalls, and w e blast them . They 
fly like pigeons up to  the  rafters, and  w e blast them . 
The rem aining birds try  to hide in my room, behind my 
desk, and under the bed. I crawl along on my belly like 
a trooper, and as they come out from  under the  bed, one 
by one, I line up the  grouse and shoot them  until the  last 
bird is gone.

Well, I w arned you th a t you’d get confessions.
This recu rren t d ream  cam e around  the  sam e tim e 

(1972) th a t I began to  phase out my hunting. I did not 
re tu rn  to  the  field for m any years. It is difficult for me 
to explain th is prolonged lapse in  my hun ting  life. The 
pleasure in the  hun t declined as my guilt about killing 
increased, and  my recu rren t d ream  was a m easure of 
this guilty feeling.

But I w onder if, back in  the  days of th e  W ild W est, 
those m en w ho shot all those  buffalo from  sidecars 
and wagons and left them  to  rot—if they too had these 
rem orsefu l dream s. I w onder if th e  m en  w ho shot 
thousands and thousands of great auks and passenger 
pigeons and whooping cranes for th e  so-called sport of it 
had dream s like mine.

W hat is always m issing from  my dream  of slaughter 
is the  pleasure of the  hunt. As a young m an, w hen I shot 
to get my lim it, too often the  excitem ent was great but 
the  pleasure was shallow, a satisfaction th a t sank only 
as deep as the  ego. Shooting to  get my lim it w as like 
drink ing  to get drunk . I was an  avid hun ter of pheasant, 
grouse, and m allards, but as w e shall see, my greatest 
pleasures in the  field were still ahead of me.
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My resum ption of hun ting  cam e in  the  fall of 1986 . 1 

w anted to  bring Raymond Carver up to Saskatchewan to 
do a public reading, but the  English departm ent w here I 
taught could not afford him . Knowing th a t C arver had 
once been a keen hunter, I prom ised h im  a plane ticket 
and  a goose hun t. H is only condition was th a t he be 
allowed to  bring Richard Ford w ith  him . I could scarcely 
believe my luck: C arver was th e  working-class hero of 
A m erican fiction, and Ford was America’s young novelist 
on the  rise.

I brought th ree  buddies along for the  ride—Bill Rob
ertson, Bob Calder, and Peter Nash. O f the  th ree  friends, 
at th a t tim e, only N ash was an  experienced hunter, but 
the  six o f us had a high old tim e. The w eather was foul, 
the  shooting was difficult, but the  cam araderie was fine. 
That trip  m ust have rem inded m e th a t great hunting had 
very little to  do w ith  getting  my limit.

R ichard Ford w rites w ith  real enthusiasm  about the 
hun t in  his essay “H unting w ith  My Wife.” H unting, he 
says, “requires avidity, a continual, a lert responsiveness 
to th e  particu la rs  of th e  changing  situation  you’re in. 
W riters celebrate hun ting  so often partly  because such 
exquisite, tu n ed  readiness is not usual in life and can 
m ake one feel (though not w rite) like a rom antic poet, 
w hich some people seem  to  w an t to  be.” Ford has put 
his finger on som ething th a t at least my ow n generation 
cries out for: hunters w ant the rush  th a t comes w ith  feel
ing fully and vibrantly alive, and this is why Ford fixes 
on th e  keen com pulsions of rom antic  poets and  hun t
ers. “M ost hunters know th is avidity,” he tells us. “Its 
evidence lies not in how well or fast you shoot, no t how
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often you h it w hat you m ean to, not even how quickly 
your gun  comes to  your shoulder, bu t how  w idely you 
see, how prom ptly you pick up  a soft w ingbeat and  by 
its sound know it to be a hen’s before you even see the  
colors. It is how  quick you are to  know  th a t your young 
dog has lost a scent, and to find the  bird yourself; then  
get your dog to refind it. It is concentration upon all the  
particulars of one thing, w hich is exhilarating and rare in 
life.”

T revor H e rr io t th in k s  o f th is  av id ity  as a quasi- 
m ystical s ta te  o f m ind . “A rock-clim ber, a tig h tro p e  
w alker, a parachu te jum per” can  all partic ipa te  in th e  
“m in d fu ln ess  in  w ha t som e have ca lled  a flow -sta te ,” 
w here we focus for the  duration  of our experience “on 
im m ed ia te  and  u n m ed ia ted  experience.” N either 1о 8 ё 
O rtega у Gasset nor R ichard Ford would ta lk  about the 
intense pleasure of hunting in this way. O rtega у Gasset 
would even refuse to  call it pleasure. But it’s clear to  me 
th a t all th ree  w riters are onto som ething universal here, 
even though the  ways in w hich they come to term s w ith  
it are wildly dissimilar.

i n  S e p t e m b e r  o f  1 9 8 9 , 1 was having lunch w ith  Rich
ard and K ristina Ford at a Lebanese place in  dow ntow n 
Saskatoon. It was tw o or th ree  years afte r th e  h u n t we 
had had w ith  Ray Carver, and Ray had been dead for 
about a year. A friend of H onor’s and  m ine at the  table 
brought the  conversation around to hiking trails in Banff 
and Yoho.

I tu rn ed  to R ichard and Kristina.
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“You tw o should come up here and do some hiking.” 
“O h no, David,” said Richard. “W hen I go for a walk 

in the woods, som ething has to die.”
R ound of laughter. This w as one of those  Ford 

m om ents of hyperbolic glee th a t gets recounted around 
here to th is day. But his w ords m ade me w onder about 
the  hunt. Could you go out hunting and not kill anything, 
tim e and tim e again, and  still call yourself a hunter? I 
th in k  the  answ er is no, but I’m  still not sure.

I was beginning  to  w ithdraw  from  som ething in my 
ow n hun ting  life: the  m om ent of the  kill. I was still keen 
to  go out bu t som ehow, perhaps like Roderick Haig- 
Brown, less in ten t on shooting.

My hun ting  p a rtn e r at th is tim e was Doug Elsasser, 
and his specialty was w hitetail bucks. Doug and his wife, 
Barb, live in  the  m idst of som e of the  finest w hitetail 
hunting  in N orth  America. In th ree  decades of hunting, 
Elsasser has probably never know n a bad deer season. 
From spring in to  late sum m er he w atches th e  anim als 
as they feed at the  edge of his fields and the  abundan t 
m eadows. W hen the  ru t arrives and th e  bucks get dis
trac ted , he chooses his day, gets up around  six in the 
m orning, has his breakfast, and simply walks out into 
the  woods w ith  his gun. He rarely sees ano ther hunter.

It was my great luck to  be one of his hunting  partners 
from  the  m id-1980s to the m id-1990s. I would arrive in 
Novem ber w hen  the  first perm an en t snows had fallen 
and  the  tracking got interesting. W hen a fresh snow lies 
around  you, naturally, all the  tracks you see are fresh 
ones.



170 a  h u n t e r ’ s  c o n f e s s i o n

The night before we rose for one of our hunts, Doug 
was talk ing  about a past encounter w ith  a good buck. 
He and Barb and  I w ere sitting  by the  wood stove just 
before bedtim e. “I hear th is clash and clattering  sound 
som ewhere below m e in  the valley. It’s the  sound of tw o 
bucks in ru t fighting over the  does. I hear the  end of the 
fight, w hich m eans that one buck will stay and one will 
slink off in to  th e  woods. I ca tch  a glim pse of the  loser 
away below me w ith  his head down, and I have to figure 
w hich way he’ll go. It’s like I’m  alm ost asking him  w hich 
one of th ree  trails he’ll take to  get back up the  hill and 
m eet his fate. I choose the  one on th e  far left and  posi
tion myself there  to  wait. Sure enough, he comes up the 
trail tow ard me and I shoot him . H ow m uch m ore spiri
tual can  it get?”

Elsasser seems to  echo the  words of Hugh Brody (Maps 
and Dreams) and Robert Brightm an (Grateful Prey) when 
they speak of how th e  hun ted  an im als die at the  hands 
of their pursuers. If th e  hunters are on good term s w ith  
the  big anim als they hun t for their survival, if they honor 
th e ir presence, th e  an im als in  tu rn  w ill p resen t th em 
selves to  the  hunters as food. If the  hunters dishonor the  
great anim als (hunting  to  excess; hun ting  from  all-terrain 
vehicles, trucks, or snowm obiles; show ing indifference 
tow ard the  dead prey), the  hun t w ill go badly.

I’m  not saying th a t lazy hunters w ho shoot from  the 
cab o f a half-ton don’t  get th e ir anim als. They do. I’m 
talk ing  about a perception am ong pure and dedicated  
hunters. W hen I ta lk  about th is  in h eren t sp irituality  
am ong hunters, th is in tense relationship betw een  the  
anim als and their pursuers, I tend to sound flaky. I can



P l e a s u r e 171

repo rt these beliefs to  o thers, but Elsasser lives them . 
Brody and Brightm an are talk ing about Aboriginal hunt
ers, of course, but am ong hunters like Doug Elsasser is a 
strong spiritual elem ent to  their pursuit of the  anim als.

This angle of m ine doesn’t  sound exactly macho, does 
it? W hen I read about sport hun ting  these days, all too 
often I get a different take on big-game hunters. Here is 
an  example.

Susan B ourette m akes a pilgrim age to find the  per
fect m eat for foodies everyw here to  consum e. In  her 
book, Carnivore Chic, she flees to  N ew foundland, w here 
she goes on a m oose hunt. She is a sophisticated big-city 
w riter whose visit to  a hun ting  lodge feels like a voyage 
to the  heart of darkness. Here is her take on Ted Nugent, 
the  “m ost recognizable face of hun ting  in Am erica.” She 
is referring to  tw o of his books, Blood Trails: The Truth 
about Bowhunting and Kill It and Grill It! “N ugent makes 
no bones about it—hunting  is not only a prim al act, but 
a sexual one: ‘The heated excitem ent of the  sh o t. .  . the 
shaft was in and o u t . . .  com plete penetration  . . .  I was 
h o t . . .  I was on f i r e . . .  the  kill is c lim a c tic . . .  it sati
ated  a built-up frustration .’ ” H unting for “the  Nuge" is 

“an adrenaline rush.”
The pleasure Elsasser experiences w hen he hunts can 

not be confined to a rush of adrenaline or a fulfillm ent of 
his ego or a sexual conquest. It includes th is strange (to 
outsiders) spiritual elem ent unavailable to hunters who 
are not blessed w ith  hum ility. And the  pleasures of the 
hun t go well beyond w hat I have so far described. The 
best way to  dem onstrate th is contention  is to  quit ana
lyzing and get back to the  hunt.
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O ne of m any hun ts I had w ith  Doug Elsasser was 
during a cold week in November of 1991. Before the  sun 
was up, som ew here out in  the  darkness, the  Elsassers’ 
dog, Brewer, was barking at w hat sounded like a big old 
buck. It g run ted  back from som ew here dow n in  the  bot
tom  land.

I was still half asleep and pondering how m any layers 
to put on. If I dressed too warmly, I would sweat and then  
shiver in my sweat. Form ula for pneum onia. If I dressed 
too lightly, the prairie w ind could d rift right through me, 
and I w ouldn’t  last an  hour out there. I pulled on my long 
johns and  a th ick  pa ir of canvas h u n tin g  pants. On top 
I w ore a T-shirt, a th ick  den im  sh irt, a wool sw eater, a 
w indbreaker w ith  a hood, and  a dow n jacket. Over all 
these clothes I wore my Day-Glo orange coveralls.

W hen w e left the  house, it was still dark  outside, but 
th e  snow  provided its ow n light. O ur boots c runched  
along th e  trail and squeaked into the  snow. We w eren’t 
up  to  m uch gabbing, and  w hen  we spoke it w as in 
whispers.

“W hat do you have in th a t th ing?” Doug said, point
ing at my back.

We bo th  carried  day packs, b u t m ine was consider
ably larger th a n  his. It contained  my lunch, a bo ttle of 
w ater, a sm all box of cartridges, an  ex tra  pair of socks, 
and some survival equipm ent th a t I’d never had to  use— 
things I m ight need to filter water, for example, or signal 
a helicopter, or build an  igloo.

“Stuff,” I said.
The first w h ite ta il buck I ever brought dow n was 

w ith  Doug and  his crew . It happened  o u t here  in
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th e  A ssiniboine River valley near th e  S askatchew an- 
M anitoba border on a w arm  Novem ber m orning. The 
deer in  question was a youngish fat one w ith  a broken 
tine. They drove it out in to  the  open and  right across 
my bow. It was too close for a scope, bu t I had my 30/30 
w ith  th e  peep sights. I simply raised my gun  and  fired, 
and the deer w ent dow n w ith  a shattered spine. I ran  up 
to it, raised my gun  and fired again, dispatching it w ith  
a head shot.

W hat I rem em ber best about th a t day was the  heart- 
thum ping  excitem ent of it and a strange m ix of elation 
and  regret. I could share the  elation w ith  Doug and 
his friends as they gathered around to  congratulate me 
on  my first w hitetail, bu t I had no one I could ta lk  to 
about the regret. T hat was five years earlier. This tim e I 
w anted to test myself to see if I could bring dow n a deer 
and do so w ithout regret. I w anted the  excitement of the 
hun t w ithout the  accom panying prick of conscience.

This m orning there were no deer feeding in the  first 
meadow. N one in  th e  second meadow. T he tracks we 
found in the  snow w ere yesterdays deer. We decided to 
split up. Doug found some fresh tracks, and th en  more 
fresh tracks, and in  a state of great eagerness, he cam e 
back to w here I’d been m arching through the knee-high 
snow.

“C arp,” he said, “rem em ber th a t lower meadow on the 
o ther side of the creek?"

I nodded in  a vague sort of way. I thought I m ight 
have know n the  meadow he was referring to. H e contin
ued to  w hisper as though the  deer w ere eavesdropping, 
and I could see his breath  as the words cam e out.
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T m  going to  w alk a couple of miles along the  upper 
rim  of the valley and come back dow n again tow ard you. 
They’ll probably catch my scent and come back this way 
th rough  th a t meadow. You w alk  dow n to  the  m eadow 
and find a good spot and w ait for them  to  come through. 
I’ll be a few m inutes behind them .”

Doug was determ ined th a t I would have the  first shot 
of the  day. H e w anted me to  go hom e w ith  some venison; 
it was a generous plan. A m om ent later he was tru d g 
ing uphill through the  snow. W hile Doug headed to the 
northeast, I m ade my way along a path  to  the  southeast. 
I w alked into the  m eadow  away ahead o f schedule. It 
was small, shaped roughly like an  oval, about the  size of 
a high-school runn ing  track. It leveled out nice and flat 
in  front of me, and the  hills rose sharply up to the no rth  
and east. In less th an  half an  hour Doug w ould be com 
ing down through the  trees tow ard me, m aking as m uch 
noise as he could.

I eased into some w illows and  began to  shadowbox 
to keep warm . Not an  easy th ing  to  do w ith  a rifle. I put 
dow n the  rifle, leaning th e  barrel in to  the  cro tch  of a 
large w illow  stum p, and continued to  th row  hooks at Joe 
Frazier. I m ust have discovered at th is po int th a t I was 
George Foreman.

I really w as looking for th e  first deer to  cross the  
meadow, and I really was listening for Doug’s approach. 
But all w as quiet as I shadow boxed the  u n fo rtu n a te  
Mr. Frazier into a corner. Okay, I could have been qui
eter and m ore vigilant, but I needed to  keep my blood 
pum ping on account of th e  cold. I’m  not a very good 
still-hunter; I need to be constantly  on the move. I don’t
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know  how m any m inutes passed, but quite a few, w hen I 
heard Doug’s voice, clear and distan t and bellowing like 
a bull elk: “C arpenter, w here the  hell are you?”

W hen you are out in  the woods, separated from  your 
hun ting  p a rtn e r by m iles o f bush and  forest and hills, 
you will call ou t a message as brief and sim ple as possi
ble. You don’t  mess around w ith  ex tra verbiage. So w hen 
I heard  the  w ords “th e  hell” inserted  in to  Doug’s bel
lowed query, I knew  that very second th a t I had stopped 
at the  w rong meadow.

“C arrrr-pen ter, w here th e  hell a re  you (elll arrre 
youuu)!”

His voice sounded as if it was com ing from  the  n o rth 
east and  well above me, perhaps a m ile away. W here 
indeed was I? In a m om ent of genuine inspiration, I tore 
open my day pack and  extracted  a m etallic blue object 
th a t looked like a sm all flashlight. I screw ed in  a red 
plastic charge about the  d iam eter and ha lf the  length of 
my thum b. I raised the  object to the  sky, pulled back the 
spring-loaded button, and released it.

Elsasser m ust have heard  th e  crack of th e  charge 
going off a second or so after he saw th e  rocket explod
ing above the  highest grove o f aspens and curv ing  in  a 
glow ing p ink  trajectory, p lunging to  th e  e a rth  like a 
fallen angel.

A second or tw o later, I heard  som e high-pitched 
laughter. And that, pre tty  m uch, was our morning.

a f t e r  o u r  l u n c h  in the  bush, it tu rn ed  colder. Doug 
decided to  w alk  th e  coulees th a t com e up from  the 
river, and I w alked the  edge o f th e  rim  above him . All
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afternoon  from  the  lake below, I heard  the  sound of 
sh ifting  w ater beneath  th e  vast long carapace of ice. 
U ndulating  lake w ate r creates a con tinuous hollow  
sound like the  vibes from a gigantic gong.

As th e  sun  d ipped closer to  th e  horizon, I clim bed 
dow n a ravine and got away from th e  w ind for a while. 
At the  end of th e  day, I clim bed up to th e  steep rim  of 
the  H ills o f E nligh tenm ent, Barb E lsassers favorite 
m editation roost. Dow n again. Passed th rough  several 
m eadow s surrounded  by big aspen woods. All up  and 
down. Doug veered off through the  A ssiniboine Valley 
below. Alone, I saw th ree  deer in  th ree  locations, but 
they were either too quick to ru n  or already out of range.

It was very cold th a t day. In th is  w eather, because 
my clothes were just right, I could w alk tw ice as far and 
clim b tw ice as well as I could on a w arm  day. Discov
ering  such endurance is quite a feeling for a m an well 
into m iddle age. It’s a w onderful country  that can m ake 
you feel strong and  give you the  g ift of solitude. And a 
w onderful feeling to trudge back hom e to a w arm  cabin 
and the  smell of food and Barb and Doug’s stories of th is 
lucky place.

w e  a w o k e  t h e  next day to  the  news on the  radio that 
a storm  was coming. Roy Elsasser, Doug’s dad, dropped 
Doug and me off in his pickup. We headed southeast 
tow ard the rising sun, and as the clouds gathered before 
us, we pushed bush into a stiff, cold w ind. Despite a cer
ta in  loss of hearing, so im portan t to  a hunter, I had to 
pull down my earflaps and w alk myself w arm . I saw no 
deer bu t kept pushing  bush w ith  Doug always on my
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left. At last w e cam e together and w alked across the  
open pasture. I had gotten disoriented, as I regularly do 
in unfam iliar territory, and I was simply trudging  along 
w ith  Doug. The sun had completely disappeared behind 
th e  oncom ing clouds, so w hich d irection  we w ere head
ing was anybody’s guess.

At one point we stopped, and Doug observed a fence- 
line— and he didn’t recognize it. We had been  w alking 
in  and  out of the  bushes across the  com m unity  pasture, 
changing directions frequently, and suddenly I thought, 
we are lost. I tried  out my theory.

“Let’s go,” I said to Doug.
“W here?”
“Home,” I said.
“We are going home.”
“How do you know?” I said.
He d idn’t answ er, so w e w ent on in  silence until at 

last he pointed to a sm all grove of spruce trees about a 
m ile to  the  northeast.

“Those trees are in Fuzz’s backyard,” he said, referring 
to a neighbor I’d m et some tim e ago.

I w anted to believe Doug, but w hat if he was wrong? 
How long would we last before the  com ing storm  would 
drive us in to  th e  bush to escape the  w ind? In the  bush 
you stay a bit w arm er, but then  no one can find you. And 
the  storm  really was com ing, closer and closer.

But in  spite of th e  w ashed-out light and  the  gray 
afternoon, Doug had seen som ething th a t looked fam il
iar. The subtle contours and undulations of the land, the 
various copses w e passed, had been enough to  tell him  
just w here w e were. We w eren’t  lost; w e were less th an
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a m ile from Doug and Barb’s cabin. We arrived hom e in 
the m iddle of the afternoon. As I w rote the  notes in my 
journal th a t I eventually used for this story, I could feel 
how the prairie had scored my face red and raw. The big 
storm  had arrived.

That afternoon I confessed to  Doug that I’d been wor
ried w e were lost in the  com m unity pasture. Perhaps my 
worries w eren’t entirely  m isplaced. Later th a t day, one 
of Doug’s friends, a farm er on a nearby section of land, 
asked us to hun t w ith  h im  in  the  last tw o hours before 
nightfall. We left him  as darkness was falling because he 
w anted  to check out one last bush for a deer. His wife 
phoned us in  the storm  th ree  hours later because he still 
hadn’t re turned . At last, around  n ine  o’clock, he cam e 
in. He had gotten lost on his ow n land. Not a hard  th ing 
to  do in a storm  in bush country. There was som ething 
cold and m enacing out there, and I was grateful not to be 
going outside to hun t for a lost hunter.

I w e n t  t o  sleep that night to the m oaning of the  wind. 
I awoke once during the night, and the w ind was still at 
it. Som etim e after th a t, the  w ind had fallen, and  in the 
m orning we w andered from  our bedroom s into the  liv
ing room . We all looked out at the  su rround ing  forest. 
The new  snow was banked up against the house and  the 
trees and the driveway, and the cornices had been teased 
and  tw isted  in to  gestures th a t looked like th e  co rn i
est of landscape canvases and the  usual com parisons to 
w hipped cream .

A fter breakfast, Doug and  I w alked up to  the  road 
th a t ru n s  by his place, crossed it, and followed a trail
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alm ost w ide enough to  be called a road. We took this 
trail for a mile or m ore up to  an  ever-narrowing field sur
rounded by groves of tw isted  aspen. The field fell away 
on  both  sides into big ravines, and at the  far end of the 
field, there  was a good view below  of th e  Assiniboine 
Valley. The idea was to w alk to  th e  end of the  field and 
have a look dow n there  for fresh tracks. But before we 
could even en ter th e  field, Doug spo tted  som e w hite- 
tails browsing a t th e  edge of the  aspens, only th ree  or 
four hundred  yards away. Luckily we had been  walk
ing in to  the  w ind, and the  willows on both  sides of the  
trail had at least partially obscured us from the  browsing 
deer. Perhaps the  deer could not even im agine hunters 
out in the  field right after such a horrendous storm . And 
because w e had w alked, no sound of a vehicle would her
ald our entrance into this snow bound habitat.

T hrough his scope, Doug glassed the  herd and spot
ted  a good buck, the  lone squire of these  does. We 
stooped dow n and  edged closer to  the  herd, the  w ind 
m uffling our approach. At last, Doug leaned his rifle on 
a w eathered old fence post, stood for a long tim e w hile 
his breathing slowed and seem ed to stop altogether, and 
then  he fired, twice. The trees sent back the  tw in  reports 
of his rifle, and  the  deer raised th e ir astonished w hite 
tails and bounded for the  bush.

“I th in k  I got him," said Doug.
“I didn’t  see anything drop,” I said.
“M e neither,” he said, “but I th in k  I h it h im  good.”
We m arched across a harvested  field of barley, heav

ing our legs up out of th e  deep snow, laboring to get to 
th e  deer as fast as w e could. At the  edge of the  field I
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spotted  fringes o f u ncu t barley drooping over the  fresh 
snow. The deer m ust have sniffed these out.

“C arp, over here ”
Doug’s buck had m anaged to  m ake it to  the  trees. 

It m ust have d ied  seconds afte r Doug shot it, a big 
grain-fed four-pointer (w hat A m ericans refer to  as an  
eight-pointer) w ith  a partia lly  healed scar over its right 
shoulder, perhaps from  a fight w ith  ano ther buck. The 
anim al was still young, but it m ust have weighed a good 
250 pounds. We field-dressed it on  the  spot and stood 
over it while Doug said a few words, giving th an k s to  a 
pagan voice beyond the  thunder th a t sent us snowstorm s, 
cornices, and deer.

a l w a y s , e a c h  o f  my hunts w ith  Doug felt like an  
adventure. Even getting  lost, to  me, had a ce rta in  savor 
to it. We always brought dow n a deer or tw o, bu t the 
adventure started  long before the  first shot was fired. It 
s ta rted  w ith  the  physical pleasure of it. I w ould begin 
each h u n t by driving out of my city o f 2 1 0 ,0 0 0  people 
surrounded by a suburb w here the cars sw arm ed in and 
out like hornets. I would always have a salad or a light 
m eal before I left, but by the  tim e I’d reached the  town 
of Kamsack, I was a ham burger-ravening beast w ho had 
forgotten his urban  life, his daily regim e w ith  the  laptop, 
his dom estic routines w ith  his family.

From the  first m orning out in the  dark and the  snow 
I would s ta rt to  use my senses. At tim es, hearing could 
becom e m ore im portan t th an  sight. The crack of a twig, 
an  exhalation of b reath , the  soft concussion of hooves 
on  snow —these sounds would help bring  my eyes into
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play. I w ould even find myself from  tim e to  tim e using 
my nose in ways th a t surprised me.

The sm allest detail out there in  the quiet woods, like 
a shift in  the  w ind or a broken branch , can  be crucial. 
Each deer tra il has its ow n m ysterious narrative. If the 
back hooves land outside the  front hooves, you probably 
have a doe, because her hips are proportionately w ider 
th an  those of the  buck. If the  back hooves land upon, or 
inside, the  front hooves, you probably have a buck. To be 
sure, you sniff around for patches of urine. The does pee 
a small neat hole in the snow. The bucks are messy piss- 
ers and send their urine all over the  place, as though they 
are learning to  do graffiti for the  first tim e. The messier 
the job, the  bigger the  buck. W alk slowly and keep look
ing around you and  up to  the  far horizon. Every once in 
a while, you will be rew arded w ith  a good sighting.

O n th e  hun t, you are leaving behind  a m ental exis
tence, exchanging it for a physical, instinctual one. The 
miles that you w alk go by, and you scarcely notice them , 
but as you call upon your body to  take you up  and dow n 
th e  ravines and  th ro u g h  th e  deep snow, you canno t 
escape the profound pleasures of solitude and of encoun
tering  your ow n strength.

And always, as 1озё O rtega у Gasset would say, there 
is th a t  ever-present possibility of the  “m ystical un ion  
w ith  th e  anim al, a sensing and  presen tim ent of it th a t 
au tom atically  leads th e  h u n te r to  perceive th e  envi
ronm en t from  the  po int of view of the  prey, w ithou t 
abandoning his ow n point of v ie w . .  . The pursuer can
not pursue if he does not integrate his vision w ith  th a t of 
th e  pursued. That is to say, hunting is an imitation o f the
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anim al. . .  In that mystical union w ith  the  beast a conta
gion is im m ediately generated and the  hun ter begins to 
behave like the  gam e. He will instinctively sh rink  from 
being seen; he will avoid all noise w hile travelling; he 
w ill perceive all his surroundings from  the  point of view 
of the  anim al, w ith  th e  an im al’s pecu lia r a tten tion  to 
detail.”

O n the  trip  I was just recounting , I was discover
ing som ething else about myself. I had gone th ree  days 
w ithout firing a shot. Not an  unfam iliar situation for me 
and my rifle. Doug tried  m ore th an  once, on o ther occa
sions, to put m e on point for a good shot, bu t of necessity 
he ended up doing all the shooting himself. At my most 
effective, I was his dog, his pusher of bush. And the  plea
sure from this encounter was m uch deeper th an  it would 
have been during  my youthful days o f w eekend potting, 
frenzied driving at four in the  m orning, and lim iting  out.

I don’t know  why. Pleasure is easier to  recount th an  
to explain.

This pleasure, though, extends very nicely beyond the 
hun t. The p lann ing  and preparations ca rry  th e ir ow n 
k ind of excitem ent. The stories o f th e  h u n t a re  som e
tim es so engaging th a t they  last for decades a fte r the  
hun t is over; they last and they grow, w ith  appropriate 
hyperbole, until they becom e legends.

And th en  there is the  eating. Yes, the  eating.

i m a g i n e , i f  y o u  w ill, a snow bound cabin  in late 
November. Im agine several venison loins in  a flat pan, 
aw aiting your attention.
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Im agine a bottle of w hite w ine, and  I don’t  m ean your 
m ost coveted chardonnay. Just som e plonk. Pour tw o 
cups of th is w ine in to  a bowl and m ix in  as m uch as a 
tablespoon of soy sauce and a healthy dash of W orcester
shire sauce. Pour th is m arinade over th e  venison loins 
and leave the  m eat covered, overnight, in the pantry. In 
th e  absence o f a pantry, any cool place will do.

Im agine th a t the  next day is Sunday, and  you and 
your hun ting  buddies can  take it easy, do som e explor
ing, bu t leave your guns in  th e  cabin. The designated 
cook lifts th e  loins out o f the  m arinade and is sm art 
enough to  avoid d rink ing  it. He discards the  m arinade. 
He chops tw o o r th ree  onions, a couple of large cloves 
of garlic, and a bounteous double handful of m ushroom s. 
S au tis  th e  onions and  garlic in  b u tte r and  adds the 
m ushroom s for the  last tw o o r th ree  m inutes of sauteing. 
He places these veggies in  a bowl (drained of th e ir but
ter). He grills the  loins on the  barbecue or in  the  oven, 
adding w hatever seasoning he th in k s appropriate. He 
opens a bo ttle of cabernet, sum m ons the  rest of you to 
the  k itchen table, places th e  sauteed veggies on top of 
the  m eat, and serves.

You m ight be a grass-fed beef advocate, a vegetarian, 
a prim e-cut m eat snob, a devotee of strictly porcine plea
sures, a lowbrow hamburger-and-fries lover, a bison buff. 
But once you’ve ea ten  your ow n venison w ith  all the  
appropriate preparations and reverence, you m ight well 
becom e a true  believer.



9  B L O O D

'God save thee, a n cyen t M arinere! 

From the fien d s  th a t p lague thee  th u s—  

‘W h y  lo o k’st thou so?’— w ith  m y  

crossbow I  shot the A lbatross.

S A M U E L  T A Y L O R  C O L E R I D G E ,

The Rime o f the Ancyent Marinere

T h e  l a s t  grouse I ever took was killed on September 14, 
1995—a spruce grouse, a lovely male with scarlet combs 

above the eyes. W hen I picked him up, he was bleeding from 
the beak, and because the blood had escaped from a lung shot, 
it bubbled out somewhere between blazing pink and bright 
red. I gutted and skinned the bird, boned it for a stew I was 
making, and w ith a certain woodsman’s pride, awaited the 
arrival of my friends. They came in three vehicles, led by Bob 
Calder, my fishing buddy and the man who owned the cabin.

By the  tim e the  lot of us sat dow n to  eat, it was dark. 
They liked my grouse stew, and I m ust have gone to bed 
w ith  a satisfied smile. The grouse had been out in great 
num bers, ruffies and sharptails as well. I ts  no t often we



B l o o d  • 185

see so m any grouse up n o rth  of N arrow  Hills w ith in  a 
few miles of Bob’s cabin. We had m ade a very nice start 
to our weekend.

The sound of a w oodpecker aw akened m e early the 
next m orning. I w ent in to  th e  k itchen to m ake coffee 
and get the  fire going in  the  stove. W ith the  arom a of 
fresh coffee curling through the  cabin, C alder emerged 
from  his bedroom . We decided not to hurry  breakfast, to 
let our friends sleep in  a bit. I left Calder to sip his coffee 
and bring in the  morning. I walked dow n th e  road, hop
ing, I suppose, to see ano ther grouse. I d idn’t have my 
shotgun w ith  me, but I had my tru sty  rabbit stick. It’s 
the  length of my forearm  and about as th ick  as the  leg of 
a chair. I th row  it low and parallel to  the  ground so that 
it spins like the  blade of a helicopter. I could hear some 
d rum m ing  in  the woods.

At th is  tim e  I w as recovering from  an  operation 
on my nasal passages. T he surgeon had sn ipped  off 
som e polyps a way up into my nostrils, cut away some 
cartilage, w idened bo th  nostrils, and corrected  the  con
stric tion  in  my beak—a com m on procedure, I am  told. 
The following day I was sent hom e from the  hospital and 
urged to  take it easy for a couple of weeks.

N ow here I w as, tw o w eeks later to  th e  day, sur
rounded by trou t ponds, grouse, and friends, listening 
to  th e  frenetic  rapping of a w oodpecker. A pileated 
woodpecker, it tu rn ed  out to be, a sort of chainsaw  w ith  
feathers. H e was sending the  chips flying in  his search 
for grubs and  ants in a big ro tting  tree. He w ould occa
sionally send a sharp  kuk  to his m ate and then  continue 
dism antling the  tree. As the  Ancient M ariner did to  the
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w ater snakes, I blessed him  unaw are. A kind of Aldo Leo
pold m om ent, I suppose. A kind o f Bill W atson m om ent.

I w alked away, still ho lding my rabbit stick, and  
th e  w oodpecker called to  his m ate— whucker whucker 
whucker. N ature’s great extrovert.

This role was fam iliar to me, the  m an w ho w alks into 
th e  woods, bow ing w ith  reverence to  the  w onders of 
natu re but carry ing  a w eapon w ith  deadly intentions. I 
needed to  take a practice throw . I spotted  a tree  stum p, 
reared  back w ith  my rabbit stick, and  let it fly. It spun 
past my target, and  I w ent to  retrieve th e  stick. This 
journey led me into a large sand pit surrounded by black 
spruce. I scooped up some dried m ushroom s and looked 
dow n to  exam ine them . Suddenly th ere  was a puddle 
of blood in  my hand. In a second o r two, as I flung the 
m ushroom s away, I knew  I had m ore th an  just a nose
bleed. I jam m ed a tissue into my right nostril and headed 
back to Bob’s cabin.

The w alk was about 650 yards. The tissue seem ed to 
have no effect in staunching the  flow, and as I w alked, I 
began to  swallow a steady stream  of blood. I dropped the 
rabbit stick on the  front porch and w alked into the  cabin. 
Bob was sipping coffee and listen ing  to  th e  radio. O ur 
friends were still fast asleep in  the  guest bedroom .

I said to  Bob, “I th in k  w e’ve got a problem .”
Two of our guests were Paul and Julie Bidwell. Paul 

was th e  ch a ir o f my English d epartm en t. Julie was a 
nurse, and she had dealt w ith  a lifetim e of emergencies. 
She saw th a t I was having a bad bleed and  w ent im m e
diately from  slum ber to em ergency mode. She got me
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to  press dow n w ith  a cool w ashcloth on the  area w here 
the  blood seem ed to be com ing from. She put together 
an  ice pack and applied pressure. The bleeding began to 
abate. I could tell because I was sw allow ing less blood. 
Paul cam e out of the  bedroom , adjusting his clothes, and 
Julie w ent back in to  get dressed. W hen she re tu rned , 
she started  phoning around and quickly discovered that 
up  around  our com m unity  of Little Bear Lake, there 
were no doctors or m edical facilities. At last, Julie found 
a hospital in  Nipawin th a t was open for business. It was 
about one hundred  m iles southeast of Little Bear Lake, 
and it had an  am bulance th a t would m eet us halfway.

A bad bleed seem s to  have its ow n agenda, its own 
u n iq u e  se t o f v ascu la r pressures. My bleed suddenly  
w ent in to  overdrive. It seem ed to  burst out of the  pres
sure dam  we had crea ted  for it an d  ru sh ed  dow n my 
th ro a t as fast as I could swallow. I sum m oned Julie, and 
she urged Paul to get us on the  road as fast as w e could

g°-
I did not entirely get the  point. I knew  th a t th is situ

ation was serious, but I d idn’t  know the medical reasons. 
W hen Julie and  Paul helped m e up from  my chair, out 
of the  cabin, and  in to  the  car, I protested  th a t I could 
m ake it on my own. W hen Paul h it the highway running, 
I rem inded h im  th a t w e w eren’t  in so m uch of a hurry  
th a t we had to  speed.

He sped. My boss at work had becom e Jacques Ville- 
neuve of H anson Lake Road. Julie said no th ing  about 
th is transform ation, as if she concurred that speed was 
of the essence.
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I tried  to  lighten the  atm osphere.
“If we pass a church,” I told them , “I w an t to  say a 

Paternostril.”
Paul did not slow down. It was a long hour.
W hat I w asn’t quite getting  was th a t if through exces

sive blood loss I happened to faint, I could drow n in my 
ow n blood. Julie knew  this, and she m ust have told Paul, 
because som ewhere betw een the  cabin and the  highway 
Paul w ent from  a concerned friend to a m an  w ith  one 
th ing  on his m ind: our rendezvous w ith  the  am bulance 
from  Nipawin.

The blood began once m ore to  flow dow n my throat. 
I m ust have begun to  grasp, at least intuitively, the  grav
ity of my situation. I flashed on th e  grouse I had killed 
th e  day before, the  brigh t red blood bubbling from  its 
beak. The blood th a t flowed from  my ow n beak. M en 
who hun t for sport do not, as a rule, th in k  th is way, but 
I began to  regret having taken  th e  life of a w ild and 
beautifu l creature . Som ew here n o rth  of Sm eaton, Sas
katchew an, I sent up a prayer. Get me out o f this one, and I 
swear, I will never again shoot another creature.

I had once been a good hunter, pursued w ild gam e 
w ith  real passion. And on the day I brought dow n my last 
grouse, I was still very keen for the  hun t. T hat en th u 
siasm all ended abruptly. Just w ho exactly I prayed to, I 
am  not sure.

A few miles n o rth  of Smeaton, w e spotted the  am bu
lance. I had swallowed m ore blood th an  I ever w an t to 
rem em ber, and I had begun to  lose feeling in my fore
arm s and legs. I had no idea why I was losing feeling in 
these areas. On my way to  the  stretcher, I was genuinely
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wobbly on my pins. T he am bulance crew  lifted  me 
straight into th e ir vehicle and strapped me in  w ith  my 
head elevated.

Julie was relieved to find out th a t the am bulance per
sonnel had a suction m achine a t th e ir disposal. At the 
tim e, I was oblivious to  the  im portance of th is device— 
th a t if I w ere to lose consciousness, the  a tten d an t was 
equipped to revive m e and prevent m e from  drow ning 
in swallowed blood. Before the  vehicle took off for the 
Nipaw in hospital, the attendan t gave me oxygen.

His nam e was Kevin. His m ain job, I see now, was to 
keep me from  getting  too w orried, because if I panicked, 
my h ea rt rate w ould increase and  an  excess o f blood 
would be pum ped through my veins and  out the  broken 
vessel. Kevin’s conversation tu rn ed  to  hun ting  and  fish
ing. If th a t was a ploy, it was a good one.

d r . m a r t e n s  h a d  been at th e  N ipaw in hospital for 
scarcely one week. It was his first day off, but apparently 
(being on call) he was already attending  to an  em ergency 
case just a few feet from  w here I lay. A round noon he 
began to check me over. He was a big m an, younger th an  
me, and dressed casually in  a w eekend sh irt and jeans. 
He didn’t look m uch like a doctor. Im m ediately M artens 
ordered an  iv  to  help com pensate for the  blood I had 
lost. O nce he had located my leak, he began the  p a in 
ful process of plugging it. First he installed an  inflatable 
device know n as a Foley catheter. O nce it was inflated 
inside my nasal cavity, it began to  cu t off the  various pas
sages w here blood could flow—to dam  up my blood, in 
o ther words, and to force it to  slow dow n and  clot. The
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ca the ter hung from  my nostril, I im agine, like a sort of 
e lep h an t’s tru n k . M artens also ordered som e narrow , 
tough surgical packing d ipped in  a saline adrenaline  
solution bo th  to  block and  constric t th e  broken vessel. 
The m ore he tam ped, th e  deeper th e  tape w as lodged 
inside my nasal passages. I was given a shot of Demerol 
and adm itted  to  a w ard. The idea was to move around as 
little as possible. I w hispered to  Julie th a t if I d idn’t make 
it ou t of th is bleed, I w anted  her to tell H onor and our 
son, Will, th a t I loved them .

She nodded knowingly. My request was p art of a rite 
th a t dying people perform  before th e  g reat darkness 
descends, and  she had seen it plenty of times.

My condition, as you can  see, had becom e critical. 
Julie and Paul never left my side. A m easure of the  grav
ity of my situation was th a t w hen Julie took my hand to 
reassure me, I would not let go. I clung to  her as though 
she w ere a secret source of life. My w ife arrived w ith  
Bob Calder, and  Paul briefed her about my condition 
before she en tered  my ward. N evertheless, H onor was 
unprepared  to  see me w ith  w hat looked like a beached 
jellyfish covering p art of my face. For a terrib le  second, 
she though t it was som e sort of deform ity, b u t it was 
just a collapsed plastic bag w ith  ice cubes and a w ashrag 
inside.

She and C alder and  Paul and Julie rem ained  in my 
room  or just outside it, and m uch to my relief, th e  nurses 
allowed them  to stay. This em ergency u n it had som e of 
the  friendly appeal of country  hospitality.

M y system  w as b eg in n in g  to  shu t dow n an d  go 
into em ergency mode. By now  I had lost alm ost all the
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feeling in  my limbs. I could not move my bowels or u ri
nate. My bladder began to swell un til, as w e used to say 
in sim pler tim es, my back tee th  were floating. I can  try 
to  tell th is story w ith  a certain  m easure of hum or, but at 
the tim e there was nothing funny about the  way I felt. In 
spite of my fears of such devices of to rtu re , I called for a 
u rinary  catheter.

M artens was sum m oned, but unfortunate ly  he was 
a tten d in g  to  his case in  th e  intensive care  un it. The 
blood had found an  opening in my plugged nostrils. First 
cam e a massive clot the  size of a big leech w orm ing up 
my th roa t, th en  cam e the  blood under terrific pressure. 
I gulped and gulped and then , for the  second tim e that 
day, I sent out a prayer.

I know. T here are no atheists on a sinking ship. But 
w hen you’ve resorted to all the  usual avenues from  m ed
ical cures to  health  insurance, and you’re quite plainly 
headed for the  last roundup, you tu rn  to  the  last resort, 
the  m ost entirely irrational one.

I looked up at th e  people in the  room , and I was 
overcom e by a sort of tenderness for them . Two nurses, 
Paul and  Julie, C alder and  Honor, and finally Dr. M ar
tens. He increased the  packing in my already crowded 
nostrils. This strategy seem ed to work for a m inute or so, 
bu t th en  the blood began to  seep through my tea r ducts. 
My eyes glazed over w ith  blood, and all the people in the 
room  faded into rosy shadows.

A fter a w h ile—a long w hile, it seem ed—one eye 
cleared. In spite of my distress and the  roseate hues cast 
over everything by the  blood in my eye, I could not help 
bu t notice, again w ith  som eth ing  ak in  to  tenderness,



th a t everyone in  the  room wore the  sam e concerned look 
on th e ir faces. All seven people, regardless o f w hether 
they  knew  me, w ore th e  identical expression—and  all 
seven were washed in the  sam e rosy light. The scene was 
like a tableau out of antiquity. Concern.

Perhaps w hen you pray, you get people as a so rt of 
answ er. T heir very presence an d  th e ir need  to  bring  
com fort constitu te a sort of spiritual m edicine. I’m  not 
try ing  to say th a t a m iracle occurred, only th a t this rosy 
tableau of concerned faces fed into my system  in  some 
way. My body seem ed to get th e ir message: do what you 
can to get better. From th a t po in t on, som eth ing  was 
going on inside me besides physical d istress and  fear 
and dying. It was a resolve to  ride this one out. I began 
to  resist the im pulse to gulp my air and instead tried  to 
breathe m ore easily. Som ething inside me began to  tu rn  
away from im m inent death.

This resolve is not courage or m ental toughness or 
any th ing  else m ental; nor has it any th ing  to  do w ith  
m iracles. It seem ed to  com e b o th  from  my body and 
from the people gathered around my cot. Perhaps a sym
pathetic audience bestows sim ilar gifts on  a stage actor 
or a football team .

O ne of Dr. M artens’s m any v irtues was th a t even at 
the  w orst of tim es he seem ed unflappable. Everything 
he did appeared to  be routine. Upon his arrival from 
South Africa he spent th ree  years up  n o rth  in  U ranium  
City. My obdurate bodily functions w ere no th ing  new  
to  h im . He eased in the  u rin a ry  catheter, and  as ca th 
eters always do, th is one h u rt like hell. But th e  results 
w ere as ecstatic as a w ildcat strike. I gushed u rin e  into
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my ca the ter tube, and  th e  relief of the  people gathered 
around m e was audible.

“Well done, Carp.”
“G ood show.”
“Bravo.”
My friends w ere finally persuaded to  d isperse and 

re tu rn  for the  night to Bob’s cabin, and early in  the  eve
ning they left H onor alone w ith  me. Thus began her vigil.

For some reason I was supposed to  avoid liquids dur
ing th a t first n ight in  th e  N ipaw in hospital. My th ro a t 
and esophagus w ere raw from  the  irrita tion  of so m uch 
swallowed blood. I could breathe only through my m outh. 
These tw o th ings m ade my th roat and m outh chronically 
dry. So I was given a container of ice cubes and allowed 
to  suck on these all through the night. A nything w arm er 
th an  ice cubes could have precipitated a worse bleed.

Honor found the  room  chilly. She crouched by my cot 
w ith  a cotton therm al b lanket over her head and body. 
I w as supposed to lie perfectly  still. I clung to  tw o fin
gers of her left hand. W henever I had finished sucking 
an o th er sm all ice cube, I would try  to  fall asleep. The 
dryness th a t racked my th ro a t w ould aw aken me. I 
would tug  on the  tw o fingers, and H onor would lift my 
nose catheter and spoon in  ano ther ice cube.

For the  first ten  or tw enty  ice cubes, I w hispered, 
“H ank you.” For the  rest of the  night, I m erely squeezed 
her fingers. This w om an, th is w ife of m ine. W ith  the  
w h ite  th e rm a l b lanket over h er head and  body, she 
looked vaguely Iranian.

I w ill never forget th is picture. It’s my proof for the 
existence of love. A sm all epiphany o f sorts, like the
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m om ent w hen I flashed on the  grouse bleeding from  the 
beak, or the  m om ent w hen I viewed the seven people at 
my bedside th rough  blood-tinted eyeballs. I d idn’t  see 
any reflections of Mary, M other of C hrist. Instead, I saw 
my wife looking as M uslim  as the night is long.

t h e  n e x t  m o r n i n g  I was shipped dow n to St. Paul’s 
Hospital in Saskatoon. An ear, nose, and  th ro a t special
ist nam ed Dr. W ill m et me there. H e was well nam ed, 
a take-charge sort o f guy. As th e  nurses gathered , he 
urged m e to breathe slowly, to relax. The procedure he 
was about to do was going to  h u rt a bit, and it was going 
to  feel very uncom fortable. I could help, he told me, by 
not struggling and by not doing any th ing  th a t would 
increase my h eart rate. In o ther words, don’t panic.

Dr. W ill began  by y an k in g  o u t a goodly len g th  of 
Dr. M a r te n s ’s b lood-soaked  pack ing . In s tead  o f th e  
saline and adrenaline solution favored by the  physicians 
up at N ipaw in, Dr. Will would use cocaine for his pack
ing. C ocaine, I learned , prom otes vasoconstric tion . In 
w ent the  newly pow dered packing—yards of it. T hen  a 
good shot of Demerol in  the  rum p and w hat m ust have 
been a huge tablet of Valium, perhaps as big as a cookie.

Well, okay, I exaggerate. M aybe the  rest of th is day’s 
activities w ill unfold before you in  hyperbolic fashion, 
because from  th is po int on, I was as stoned as a New 
Age prophet. W hen H onor finally m ade it to  Saskatoon, 
she cam e im m ediately to my w ard. She spoke w ith  me 
a while and discovered th a t I was scarcely able to  speak, 
owing to  my well-stuffed, well-powdered nose. Later, she
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said, “He looked so vulnerable. Like a deer caught in the 
headlights of a car.”

I stayed stoned and m ore o r less aw ake as the  light 
faded in  my sem iprivate. I was in  th e  safe em brace of 
St. Paul's Hospital. A day cam e w hen, at last, my bleeds 
had stopped. O n Saturday, S eptem ber 23, th e  doctor 
paid me one o f several visits. By this tim e, I was off the 
u rin ary  catheter, off the  iv. My bodily functions were 
slowly kicking into gear, w hich m eant th a t my body had 
done a tu rn aro u n d : it had decided to  live. The doctor 
checked my hem oglobin, w hich was b e tte r th an  he had 
expected. T hen  he w arned  me th a t th e  next little p ro
cedure would h u rt a bit. W ith his forceps he reached in 
and pulled out a few inches of packing. It cam e and  it 
cam e, like line from a reel. A yard? Two yards? At last it 
lay coiled and blood soaked in  my kidney dish like the 
w orld’s longest tapew orm , smelly w ith  putrefaction.

I w aited for the  w arm  descent of a big clot at the  back 
o f my th ro a t and  for th e  blood to  well up  and  plunge 
dow n my th ro a t again, but th ere  was nothing. The air 
rushed sw eet and  icy up my nostrils. A pleasure alm ost 
w o rth  dying for. The docto r view ed my nostrils w ith  
obvious pleasure.

“How am  I doing?” I said in  a voice so norm al it 
sounded abnorm al.

“You’re going hom e.”

w h e n  y o u  c o m e  back from  a near-death experience, I 
am  told, you m ight go through a sort of oh wow  phase in 
w hich every friend, every falling leaf, every drop o f rain .
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every dead skunk on the  road is a sort of m iracle of c re
ation. My oh wow  phase lasted a w eek o r two. It began 
w ith  my first night in bed w ith  Honor. She had on new  
pajamas. The cat was pu rrin g  betw een  us. I could ac tu 
ally breathe through my nose.

The first day after my re tu rn , a Sunday w ith  no w ind 
and  a brillian t blue sky, H onor m ade lunch for us, and 
we ate it on the  patio. All th rough  lunch, we w atched 
the  birds in  our garden. W rens, finches, w arblers, spar
rows, chickadees, a pair of woodpeckers, a raucous blue 
jay. They all seemed to be gathering for a sm orgasbord in 
our garden. Pecking away at the  seeds and filling up for 
the  long w in ter or for the voyage south. Dozens of them , 
hundreds. O ur perpetually  enthusiastic tabby was stalk
ing them  on this day.

“H e’s so bad,” said H onor w ith  unguarded affection.
It’s obvious our cat had m ade no deals w ith  God about 

packing in his hunting  career. For the  first tim e in years, 
I was just sitting  w ith  H onor and  w atch ing  birds w ith 
out the  slightest intention of doing anyth ing  else. Lunch 
would take us all afternoon. Gus the Cat moved into the 
rhubarb patch and crept under a huge ro tting  leaf.

“Look at him ,” I said. “Just watching.”
“He’s bad,” said Honor.
Legions of tiny birds continued to  peck and th en  flut

te r away and flu tter back again at a safe d istance from  
our m urderous young cat. The sun beat dow n strong on 
our exhausted garden. The sun would soon slip into the 
west, we w ould w onder w hat becam e of it. We would 
com m ent on how th is failing light sneaks up on  us. We 
would count the  carpe diems. They w ere everywhere.
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n o w  t h a t  I was at last able to  shuffle around  and 
resum e my life, I had a problem  to  contend w ith. I had 
sw orn off hunting. H onor and I were driving out to  Togo 
to visit w ith  Doug and  Barb Elsasser. How would I tell 
Doug, th e  g reatest h u n te r I had ever know n and  my 
hunting buddy for years, th a t I had taken the  pledge? All 
m orning I had been rehearsing a conversation w ith  him.

Ah, Doug, I begin.
Yeah?
We need to talk.
So? Talk.
T hat’s as far as I’d gotten.
The legions of geese and ducks w ere driving me wild. 

Head off in any direction from  Saskatoon, w herever you 
could find w ater. T here they were, flocking and fatten
ing up, getting  ready to head south. M ore ducks th an  
w e’d had in  twenty-five years. I urged m yself to learn  
anew  how to  see m igratory fowl—in and for them selves 
as incom parably beautiful creatures. Not as so m any suc
culent m eals stuffed and trussed  on a platter. Looks nice 
on paper.

These w ere my thoughts as H onor drove us out to 
Doug and Barb’s place. The w eather was w arm , the sky 
cloudless. The harvest was alm ost entirely off the fields, 
and it prom ised to  be a good one.

We tu rn ed  off Highway 5 and headed south  on the  
road to  the  Assiniboine Valley. This road runs through a 
hilly stretch  filled w ith  ranches and farm s th a t have pre
served a lot of w ild b rush land  to  the  w est, and a huge 
forest reserve in th e  park  rises up  to  the  east. This area 
had becom e my num ber one habitat for deer hunting.
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Doug and  B arb’s place is a ram bling  q u a rte r th a t 
overlooks the  Lake of the  Prairies. This lake is really a 
very long, dam m ed-up section of th e  Assiniboine River. 
The view from the Elsassers* cabin is expansive, to  put 
it mildly. If you look southw est across th e ir ravine, you 
can  see the  tip  of one of th e ir m eandering  fields. Some 
days you can spot grazing elk. If you look south and east 
from their kitchen, you see, instead, th e  Assiniboine Val
ley. To the  n o rth  is a m ix tu re o f forest and com m unity  
pasture. Straight northeast is Duck M ountain  Park. This 
setting  m eans w hitetails, bear, wolves, and lots of o ther 
w ildlife, and an abundance of gam e fish. Bass, muskies, 
pickerel, pike, perch, and five species of trout.

Um, Doug, we need to have a talk.
About hunting? he will say.
Well, I suppose so, but its  not what you think.
Elsasser w ill gawk at me.
Something has happened, I will say.
And th en  I will say . . .
S tart over.
Doug, we need to have a talk.
He looks up from  his cup of coffee.
Talk? About what?

“ d o u g , w e  n e e d  to  have a talk.”
We were sitting out on Doug and B arb’s veranda. The 

au tum n a ir was rich w ith  stubble smells and  all a-honk 
w ith  passing flocks o f geese. H onor and  Barb w ere 
stre tched  out on th e ir deck chairs, eyes closed to  the  
w arm  sun. Already since breakfast w e’d heard  some elk
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bugling just below the  rim  of the  valley. A perfect m orn
ing. For the past tw o or th ree  weeks I had been looking 
like D eath  w arm ed over, one o f D racula’s pale victim s. 
But, like I say, it was a perfect morning.

“Is th is guy-to-guy talk?” Doug said in a lazy voice.
“Fraid so.”
“Well, if you tw o w ant to have a guy-to-guy talk," said 

Barb, “w e are not movin."
She m ade th is pronouncem ent th rough  closed eyes, 

stroking th e ir  dog, Brewer. Brewer opened one sleepy 
eye, yawned, and closed his eye again.

“Let’s go, C arp,” said Doug. “I have to  pu t out some 
leech traps. You can  come along for the  ride."

“And don’t let him  lift anything,” said Honor.
D octor’s orders. Lie still and  no vigorous movement. 

As my blood supply built up, I w ent everyw here slowly, 
like a very old man.

Doug and  I clim bed in to  Old Blue, a tru ck  he’d had 
since his late teens. H is leech-gathering  equipm ent 
had been  loaded into th e  back. H e’d been  selling these 
leeches to  bait-and-tackle stores, w hich in  tu rn  would 
sell m ost of them  to anglers in pickerel tournam ents. It 
was a. good sideline for Elsasser, because these days the  
stores paid well.

We headed on dow n through the gate and out across 
the  road to  a valley filled w ith  small m arshes. Perfect for 
leech gathering. Doug slowed dow n a t the  w heel and 
began to survey the  nearest slough.

“Okay, Carp. W hat’s on your m ind?”
“O ur annual deer hunt.”
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“Good. Lots of anim als around this year.”
“Yeah.”
I took a big b reath  and  tu rn ed  to  look at Elsasser. 

H e continued to  stare out at th e  sm all slough w here he 
would lay dow n his first line of leech traps.

“Som ething happened up north ,” I began.
“So you’ve told me.”
“Yeah, bu t I m ean in  addition to  th e  b leeding and 

stuff.”
Elsasser tu rn ed  to  face me. H e wore a skeptical look, 

alm ost hostile, as though I w ere about to  invite h im  to 
ru n  for the  Conservative Party o f Canada.

“Have you ever been scared?” I asked him.
Elsasser was close to  scoffing. “Well, I suppose I’ve 

been in situations w here, you know. W here I couldn’t let 
on w hat I was feeling.”

“I’ll take th a t as a yes?”
“G et to  the  point.”
“O ne m ore question, Elsasser.”
He sighed.

“W hen you look out a t all th is , th e  big h ills, the  
A ssiniboine Valley, all th e  deer, all these m arshes and 
meadows, do you ever get to  th in k in g  w hat m ight have 
created it all?”

The skeptical lines of his face shifted  from  a “don’t 
tell me you’re w orkin for th e  Conservatives” look to  a 

“don’t  tell m e you’ve been born again” look.
“Yeah?” he said grudgingly.
“W hat do you call it?”
“Well, Carp, I guess I’d call it the  Creator.”
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“Great!”
Elsasser m uttered  under his breath.

“W hen I was com ing dow n in the car, things got sort 
of weird. The bleeding got kind of bad.”

“So?”
“Well, I got quite w orried at one point, because I was 

gulping blood. I m ean, too m uch blood?”
“Yeah?”
“I couldn’t stop th in k in g  about th e  grouse I’d shot. 

The way the  blood cam e out of his beak? So I said, like, a 
prayer? To the  C reator?”

“Yeah?”
“And, well, I said th a t if he could get me out of this 

one alive, I’d prom ise never again to —”
“Oh, fuck.”
“—shoot ano ther creature.”
Elsasser scowled at the  gas pedal. He said, “C an I 

in terrup t th is to  ta lk  a little sense?”
“Go ahead.”
“How did you w ord it?” said Doug, w hom  I’d  never 

seen, un til now, in  th e  role of cross-exam iner. “W hat 
w ord did you use?”

“You m ean in  my—”
“Yeah. Did you say fishing too?”
“Elsasser, I was w orried. I w asn’t  crazy.”
“So it’s just hunting?”
“Shooting. I said I’d never shoot anything again.” 
“Well, does th a t include a bow  and arrow ? A rabbit 

stick?”
“Yeah. I th in k  so.”
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“But it doesn’t include fishing?”
“You don’t shoot fish. And you can’t do catch-and- 

release hunting.”
W ithout a word, Elsasser clim bed out of the  truck  and 

began to  lay his leech traps. I w atched h im  as he went. 
W hen he re tu rn ed  to  th e  tru ck , he s ta rted  it up and 
d idn’t  speak for several m inutes, not un til w e reached 
the  top of the next grade.

“Well, C arp , I guess w hen you m ake a prom ise like 
that, you’ve got to  keep it.”

“Yeah.”
“I m ean, not th a t you had to w orry all th a t m uch.” 
“W hat do you m ean?”
“Well, the  last few tim es out you couldn’t h it the  broad 

side of a barn  door. I m ean, hell, w hat is it exactly you’ve 
given up on?”

“T here’s no need to be sarcastic.”

t h a t  day  in  O ctober w as one of the  loveliest tim es 
I’ve ever spent, not hunting , in  my en tire  life. Perhaps 
I was still in my oh wow  phase. H onor loved it in the  
sam e sweetly idle way. Doug and Barb planned a picnic 
supper for w hen the  heat of the  day had passed. They 
loaded up th e  ca r w ith  various necessaries, including a 
roasted goose carefully packed away in  the  back tru n k . 
Doug had shot it only a week earlier. As w e drove into 
the h eart of the  Duck M ountains, the  arom a of goose in 
the roaster moved all through the  car and drove us m ad 
w ith  hunger.

O ne m ight th ink , at th is point in my life, th a t I would 
have taken  som e sort o f d ie tary  pledge and sw orn off
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wild m eat. This did not happen. I eat m uch less wild 
m eat these days, but I’ve never m anaged to sustain a veg
e tarian  diet for m ore th an  a few weeks. The argum ents 
against beef from  feedlots are com pelling, but so is the 
taste of curried  wild goose.

We arrived at the  shores of a sm all, deep lake sur
rounded  by big h ills  and  pine forest. It had heavy 
m arshes all around the side and a small dock for canoes. 
We brought out th e  supper and the  folding chairs just 
as the  sun was beginning  to  set. Barb poured the  w ine, 
and  w ith  our eyes on the  w ater, we all tucked into our 
Thanksgiving meal. Doug had stuffed the  bird w ith  a hot 
curry.

I spotted a rise near the  dock, and then  another.
The supper was alm ost too perfect to spoil w ith  con

versation, but I said, “I sw ear I saw a trou t rise.”
“W here?”
Just as I started  to point, another trou t rose, this tim e 

only several yards from shore, a very good fish.
“W hat’s in the  lake?” I said.
“T hought you’d never ask,” said Doug, g rinn ing . 

“Some rainbow s and brookies.”
“You’re kidding.”
We ate our cu rried  goose and looked on in  astonish

m ent as the  trou t continued to dim ple the  surface. An 
October rise. It was alm ost a contradiction in term s. We 
felt as though it m ight be the last w arm  day of the year 
and the very last rise as well.

“Too bad we didn’t bring our fishing gear,” I said.
I detected  a know ing silence, conspiratorial.

“Actually,” said Honor.
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“You’re kidding.”
Doug opened up the  tru n k  again and  took out an  

arm load of fishing tackle. There was still tim e, maybe 
forty-five m inutes before com plete darkness.

“If you prom ise not to  exert yourself,” said Honor.
“I promise.”
A lm ost th ree  w eeks had passed since I had com e 

hom e from hospital, and I hadn’t had enough energy, or 
blood, even to walk around the  block. But now, w ith  the 
day and the  w arm  w eather fading so beautifully, I felt a 
tiny surge of youth.

In ano ther existence, perhaps I w ould have said no 
to  fishing and just sat in my chair and  savored the  sun
set and the  goose curry  belches and had an aesthetically 
satisfying m om ent and maybe thought briefly but deeply 
about m ortality  and life’s seasonal rhythm s and smoked 
a cigar. But of course, having learned early on th a t the 
path  to  hell was paved w ith  unfished lakes, I forsook my 
lawn chair.

I joined H onor and  Barb and  Doug, fly-casting 
from  the  shore o f the  tiny  lake. In tw enty  m inutes we 
had caught and released four trou t. The largest was a 
sixteen-inch m ale brookie, dazzling  in dark  olive and 
bright orange.

The day, th e  m eal, the  fishing, th e  people, even my 
confessional conversational w ith  Elsasser at his leech 
traps—it had all felt like a continuous offering of th an k s
giving. I had even extracted a prom ise from Elsasser that 
I w ould be welcome on his fu ture hunts as a bird dog, 
gam e cleaner, cook, and plucker. I’ve been called worse.
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E L S A S S E R ’S  C U R R I E D  G O O S E

1) Cook 1 cup wild rice (2У2 cups water to 1 cup 
wild rice). Let the rice cool.

2) Heat up some cooking oil (olive, sunflower, canola— 
your choice) in a wok. 3 tbsp should do it.

3) Add 1 tbsp cum in, 1 tbsp soy sauce, an  equal 
am ount of shredded fresh ginger, and two chopped 
cloves of garlic.

4) After this m ixture has been sizzling for less than
1 minute, add a large handful of chopped onion and 
one of chopped celery.

5) ЗаШё for 2 minutes or so.

6) Add two handfuls of fresh morels. If it’s not spring 
and fresh morels aren’t waiting around to be col
lected, add the same am ount of your favorite 
mushrooms and continue to заШё for about 2 m in
utes more.

7) Add a cup or 2 of croutons or dried bread crumbs, 
the more savory the better.

8) Add the cooled-off wild rice.

9) Let’s pretend, just this time, that our goose is a 
greater Canada and is still reasonably young so that 
it weighs no more than 7 pounds. Sprinkle the cav
ity w ith sea salt. I know, fancy schmancy; it doesn’t 
have to be sea salt.
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10) Spoon stuffing into the goose cavity and close 
up the cavity w ith toothpicks.

11) Start off your trussed goose, uncovered, in a large 
roaster, at 450°?, and after about 15 minutes, cover 
and reduce heat to зоо°ғ. We are cooking this 
baby in a covered roaster to preserve moisture in 
the flesh. It’s a good idea to elevate the goose on a 
rack so that the fat will.drain to the bottom  of the 
roaster.

12) M editate on the brevity of life, read Thomas 
M ann’s “Death in Venice,” sample the wine you 
have chosen to make sure it is safe for your guests. 
Sample it again. Off w ith your clothes and call out 
three times, “Hail to thee, blithe spirit!” Buy two 
copies of this b-----

My editor tells me enough already.

13) Roast covered for about 4 hours. If you want to 
brown it a bit more, roast uncovered for the last 
15 minutes.

14) Poke roast goose w ith a sharp knife or equivalent. 
W hen the juice runs out clear, it is done.
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Teddy R o o seve lt. . .  poses fo r  p ictures, high-pow ered rifle in hand, w ith  

m agnificen t b u t very  dead a n im als deployed p icturesquely  around him .

H e has shot them . A  dead  m oose does not d istu rb  his innocence. It is 

u n th in ka b le  th a t a p residen t w ou ld  pose th is w ay to d a y . . .  Som eth ing  

has changed; som eth ing  m atured; som eth ing  lived through a n d  outlived. 

R O N A L D  J A G E R ,  "Hunting with Thoreau,’’ A Hunter's Heart

Such i s . . .  the yo u n g  m a n ’s in troduction  to the forest, and  

the m ost original part o f  him self. H e goes th ither a t firs t as a hun ter  

a n d  fisher, u n til a t last, i f  he has the seeds o f  a b e tter  life in 

h im , he d istingu ishes h is proper objects, as a po e t or n a tura lis t it 

m a y  be. a n d  leaves the g u n  and fish -po le  behind. 

h e n r y  D a v i d  t h o r e a u ,  Walden

h a t  h a p p e n s  w hen you fire off a Mayday to the
Creator, make a deal, get through your crisis, and then 

renege on your part of the bargain? Do you go through the 
rest of your life watching your back like a Mafia informer? 
Do you rationalize that since you never really believed in the 
Creator in the first place, then a deal with Him doesn’t really
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count? Do you cultivate superstitions about death and go 
around knocking on wood?

I don’t  know. I simply quit hunting. But can I honestly 
say th a t my d epartu re  from  shooting w ild gam e is due 
to  a sudden religious conversion? I doubt it. M y hem 
orrhage and its a fte rm ath  seem  to  have precipitated a 
decision not to hun t th a t was already form ing. Perhaps 
it sped things up.

And yet I cannot dism iss this tu rn in g  point in my life 
by fram ing it in m edical term s (N arrator suffers physical 
traum a w ith  weird overtones) or describing it m erely as 
a scary m ishap (N arra to r has encounter w ith  m ortality  
but his luck holds out—whew). W hen I check my notes 
and  recall the  whole event, from  the  first bleed to  the  
day I got out of hospital, there  is a th ird  strand  to  this 
ordeal: N arra to r has serious accident and  finds h im 
self in  the  throes of a spiritual crisis. I had in some way 
found myself in Ancient M ariner territory.

H unters are engaged in hun ting  dow n and shooting 
the anim als they have grow n to love. But to  all seasoned 
hunters, a day m ust com e w hen they find o th er ways 
to  rem ain  in  touch w ith  these creatures. Perhaps they 
hang  around  w ith  th e ir hun ting  buddies, drive them  
out and pick them  up, help put up  gam e, hun t dow n the 
prey w ith  binoculars, or, as R uthanne Hanbidge and her 
granddaughter have done, simply w atch the  anim als and 
see how close they can come.

W hat happens w hen old hunters give their guns away, 
as Faulkner did, as Roderick Haig-Brown did, as Doug 
Elsassers dad did, as Doug one day m ay do? This is a 
major decision in their lives, a tu rn  in the  path  th a t has
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wide, archetypal im plications. W hatever they do, their 
g reat love for th e  quarry  finds a new  expression, and 
they go from  h u n te r to  w atcher to  advocate. W ith  or 
w ithou t epiphanies, this grow th  of aw areness is a form 
of spiritual progress.

In w riting  th is book, I keep discovering persistent 
p a tte rn s  of sp irituality  am ong hun ters  past and  pres
ent; I can’t  pretend th a t th is stuff doesn’t exist. I can no 
m ore take the  spiritual com m union out of hunting  than  
I can  take the  pantheism  out of W illiam  W ordsw orth’s 
early poetry  or the  transcendentalism  out of T horeau’s 
Walden. H unting  can lead quite natu rally  to  a com m u
nion w ith  na tu re  in  the  sam e way th a t h ik ing  can, or 
landscape painting. Let us suppose, for a m om ent, that 
w e are ta lk ing  about music, not hunting. If w e try  to 
deny the  spiritual elem ent in, say, Beethoven, the  blues, 
o r A boriginal d rum m ing, we m ight also find ourselves 
conducting a raid on all wonder.

W hen I talk  w ith  W alter Linklater about his people’s 
relationship to  the  ea rth , to  the  anim als; w hen I find 
m yself th an k in g  the  trou t I have taken  and cooked or 
taken  and released; w hen I see the occasional hun ter or 
angler giving th an k s for a successful ou ting—I cannot 
e lim inate th a t elusive sp iritual connection . The th ing  
th a t seems to  bind together our m ost beloved and pro
found observers of the  wilderness, regardless of religion, 
the  th ing  th a t brings together such lum inaries as H enry 
David Thoreau, W illiam  Faulkner, M argaret Atwood, 
Aldo Leopold, A nnie Dillard, and Jose O rtega у Gasset, 
is their reverence for the  natu ra l world.

Reverence is respect th a t ru n s  deep, and  reverence



2 1 0  • A H U N T E R ’ S C O N F E S S I O N

coupled w ith  awareness goes a long way w ith  me. If we 
in N orth  A m erica are looking for leadership in  the  bat
tles to protect w hat rem ains of our m ost sacred hunting 
grounds, our m ost precious w ildernesses, I w ill opt for 
the  leader who, along w ith  technical knowledge, scien
tific aw areness, and  political savvy and  com m itm ent, 
has a genuine reverence for the  wilderness.

I know there  will be anim al rights advocates who see 
th is a rgum ent as a desperate rationaliza tion  and  who 
will see m e as the  w olf in G ranny’s clothing. I suspect 
th a t I have w on no converts from  th a t particu la r o rth o 
doxy—because I persist in seeing some forms of hunting 
as part of a m eaningful engagem ent w ith  the  wild.

W hen you hun t w ith  any regularity, you also become 
involved in a host of o ther equally fascinating activities. 
You are learning how to  observe wild anim als: how they 
protect and care for their young, w hat they feed on, how 
they adapt to each season, how they blend in  w ith  and 
cohere to  their habitat, how they  reproduce, and  how 
wily they m ust be to survive.

And you learn the  woodsy craft and cu linary  a rt that 
follows a successful kill. You learn  how to  m arinate  wild 
m eat, how to dress and roast a moose, how to  field-dress 
a deer, how to  hang and smoke w ild m eat, how to stay 
w arm  in  the  bush, how to track wily anim als. You learn 
w hat kind o f an im als and  birds provide th e  best m eat. 
You learn  w hich m eat is b e tte r roasted, w hich is better 
smoked. You gain an  intim acy w ith  the  food th a t w ill 
help to  feed you all w in ter long. Never again  will you 
take good food for granted as you have in the  past. Never 
again will you m ake the  m istake of assum ing th a t food
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comes painlessly in packages. In every N orth  Am erican 
city I’ve ever visited, there  are always com m ercial forces 
at work th a t d istance you from  the  food you eat. Food 
gets spun like any o ther com m odity and becom es any
th in g  but bloody. It becom es som eone else’s business. If 
there  is any v irtue  in obscuring our vision of the  things 
we eat, I have yet to discover it.

a n y w a y , t h e  h u n t  is over for me. And I’m  not alone. 
All over N o rth  A m erica, h u n tin g  for sport is on the  
decline. Roderick Haig-Brown’s predictions about the  
fatal im pact of hum an  proliferation on fish and gam e 
cam e true , but w hat he did not foresee is th a t hunting 
for sport, since his tim e, has fallen out of favor and out 
of fashion. According to  a national survey in the United 
States (1995), since th e  tim e o f Haig-Brown’s essay in 
Measure o f the Year (1950), the  num ber of licensed hunt
ers declined by about 75 percent. W hen one looks at the 
m ighty leap in  population in  the  U nited States from  then 
un til 1995, th is decline in  registered hun ters  is even 
m ore pronounced.

In a recen t artic le , David C rary  reports th a t th is 
decline has continued  since 1995. He is just one of a 
grow ing num ber of w riters who predict th a t hun ting  in 
N orth  Am erica and m any o ther regions of the  world will 
gradually  disappear. His figures (from  the  U.S. W ild
life Service) tell us th a t over th e  past decade, in  spite 
of a steadily increasing population, th e re  are 1.5 m il
lion fewer hunters in the  U nited States. All told, th a t is 
alm ost sixty years of declining num bers.

O ne of th e  reasons for th is decline, analysts tell us,
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is the  loss of h u n tin g  te rra in  due to  u rban ization . As 
well, m ore and m ore families are com ing to  th e  conclu
sion that they have little tim e and money for the  luxury 
of tak ing  their ch ildren hunting. The possibility th a t a 
fa ther w ill take his kids hun ting  becom es even m ore 
rem ote in the  era of th e  absentee father and  the  single
parent family. “To recru it new  hunters, it takes hun ting  
fam ilies,” says Gregg Patterson o f Ducks U nlim ited. “I 
was introduced to it by my father; he was introduced to 
it by his father. W hen you have boys and  girls w ithou t 
a hun ter in  the  household, it’s tough to  give th em  the  
experience.”

In  some quarte rs , h u n tin g  has given way to  shoot
ing; safaris are organized to  transport w ealthy m en and 
w om en to  exotic locations, w here they pay top dollar to 
kill som ething big. Let’s rem em ber th a t w hen H em ing
way w ent on safaris, he w alked and sw eated a great deal 
to  find his quarry. In o ther words, he hunted. The shoot
ers I’m  referring to have som ething easier in m ind. (Yes, 
once again, I’m  th ink ing  of th a t elegant lady, circa 1970, 
in no rthern  Scotland.)

H ere’s an  exam ple of w hat hun ting  has com e to  in 
my ow n p art of th e  world. A form er ou tfitte r told me 
last year th a t if you w an t to  shoot a bear in n o rth ern  
Saskatchew an, just find an  ou tfitte r w ho w ill bait the  
bears in  the  spring w hen they com e out of hibernation. 
O ne outfitter he knows drives up to  a branch of Robin’s 
D onuts and asks for all the  unsold goodies. He dum ps 
these goodies into a blue barrel and drives it up no rth  to 
a popular black bear habitat. In spring, w hen the  bears 
come out, they are famished, and they canno t resist this
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free m eal. As long as the  outfitter renews th is supply of 
rancid donuts, the  bears will come back all through the 
early spring until a pattern  forms and the  bears become 
habituated. The bears learn th a t hum ans in  vehicles are 
good for them  because they feed them  donuts. (Try this 
pedagogical approach in a national park.)

O ur shooters fly in  around the  m iddle of May, when 
the  spring hun t is in full swing. The following m orning, 
the  outfitter picks them  up and drives them  to a site near 
th e  killing grounds. The clients place th e ir equipm ent 
on a quad, clim b aboard, and follow the  guide to a clear
ing in  the  woods w here the  blue barrel lies overturned 
and  th e  rancid food spills out in  a sum ptuous mess on 
the  ground. Two hunters are assigned to a hun ting  plat
form  built am ong the  trees, about fifteen feet above the 
clearing. They clim b up th e  ladder to  th e ir roost, sit 
comfortably, and w ait until the  bears re tu rn . The guide 
drives his quad back to  the  tru ck  and w aits to hear the 
sound of th e  hunters’ rifles. O r he m ight w ait on another 
platform  and capture the  whole happy scene on camera.

He doesn’t  have to w ait long. In a good spring, there 
will be a large gathering of bears under the  hunters’ plat
form , and  th e  hunters simply select the  biggest males 
and  blast away a t a d istance of about forty feet. The 
dead bears are dragged off to th e  truck , and  the  hun t
ers are chauffeured along w ith  them . No one has had to 
do any track ing  or skinning. No one has broken into a 
sweat. M ost of th e  hunters are A m ericans, Europeans, 
or C anadians from large cities outside the  province, and 
they know as little about black bear behavior and habitat 
w hen they leave as w hen they flew in.
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H on o r asked  th e  re tire d  o u tf i t te r  if he h ad  ever 
h u n ted  in  th is  fashion, and  he to ld  her th a t th is  new, 
effic ien t style o f k illin g  is th e  m ain  reaso n  he is no 
longer an  outfitter.

I spoke w ith  a group of these  b ea r hu n ters  a few 
springs ago near our cabin up north . W ell-dressed m en 
in their th irties , a p re tty  boisterous crew. All four m en 
had scored a bear each, and one of them  had even killed 
a w hite bear. These all-white variants a re  w hat people 
on the  north-central coast of British Columbia refer to as 
spirit bears. I exam ined his kill and  was surprised to see 
how small it was. My guess is about forty-four pounds, or 
the  weight of an  adult coyote.

“I know, it’s only a little  one,” said th e  fellow, “but 
w hen I seen it, I said to myself, This is the only time you’ll 
ever see one of these bears, so make the most o f it. So I shot 
it.”

His confession set off a chorus of laughter and  rag
ging of the  poor fellow. I felt th a t I had w andered into 
the  h eart of som ething here, so, reporter to  th e  end, I 
shut my yap and  did a good im personation  o f a real 
dum b-ass. (N aivete in  th e  cause of in fo rm ation , as 
you’ve already seen, has always been  one of my special
ties.) And so the  conversation continued.

O ne of the shooters was eager to  impress Honor.
“I’m  gonna ask our ou tfitter to  dig out my bear’s penis. 

You ever seen one a them ?”
Honor confessed th a t she had not.

“Hell, they’re only about yay big. I d ry  em  out and use 
em  for swizzle sticks. I give one to  my girlfriend to  stir 
her bar d rink  and she says, ‘W hat is th is thing, anyway?’
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I tell her it’s w hat I call a swizzle dick, and she says, ‘А 
w hat?’ And I tell her w hat that is, and she just about shit.” 

This conversation w ith  th e  bear hun ters takes me 
back to  L arry  Roller’s advice about how  to  bait and 
kill black bears and grizzlies in the  Lower Forty-eight. 
This practice is how the  great m ountain  grizzlies have 
becom e endangered on both  sides of the  border. A cen
tu ry  before this slaughter of m ountain  grizzlies, we had 
the  m ass extinction of the  plains grizzlies. The tendency 
to  kill th a t w hich we fear seems to  have becom e a night
m are th a t repeats itself.

In his essay “The Violators,” Jim H arrison  ponders 
this indifference to the  great denizens of the  wild. “It is 
a very strange arrogance in  m an,” he says, “that enables 
h im  to  chase the  last of the  whales around the  ocean for 
profit, shoot po lar bear cubs for trophies, allow  C ount 
Blah-Blah to  blast 885 pheasants in  one day. It is m uch 
too  designed to  be called  crazy o r im petuous.” H ar
rison barkens back to  a tim e w hen there  was a code of 
behavior for sportsm en  and  w om en. “Sport m ust be 
sporting. We have a strong tendency to  act the  weasel in 
th e  henhouse. At daw n not a single cluck was heard. It 
m ight be preposterous to  th in k  w e will change, but there 
are signs. Judges are becom ing sterner, and people are 
aw are of environm ental problems to a degree not know n 
in  [the U nited States] before. G am e w ardens get m ore 
cooperation from  the ordinary  citizen th an  they used to. 
Violating is losing its aura of rube cuteness.”

In  his study of hunters in  America, David C rary con
cludes: “As th e ir ranks dw indle, hunters are far from 
unified. The often big-spending, w ide-traveling trophy
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hunters of Safari Club In ternational, for example, have 
priorities different from  duck hunters frequenting close- 
to-hom e w e tlan d s"  These w ords apply equally  to  the  
C anadian hun ting  scene. Deer and goose hunters on the 
C anadian prairies can bring dow n their legal lim it w ith 
a clear conscience because deer and  geese of all spe
cies are m ore abundan t now th an  at any o ther tim e in 
recorded prairie eco-history.

N ot so for o ther species in short supply, such as griz
zlies and caribou and even grouse and duck. Big spenders 
can inveigle outfitters into bending the  rules for the  sake 
of killing a species at risk, and big spenders can buy their 
way out of trouble. I can see Faulkner and  Hem ingw ay 
frow ning from their graves at th is reality. Roderick Haig- 
Brown is also frow ning. Jojo M itew in  is frow ning. My 
father is frowning. Sport should be sporting.

W hen the  num ber o f hunters declines, o th er com 
plications can  arise. Valerius G eist, an  environm ental 
scientist in Calgary, has studied this phenom enon. The 
resu lt of th is  decline is th e  “recolonization  o f w ild
life.” W hen the  hunters hang up their guns, herbivores 
like elk, deer, and moose re tu rn  in great num bers. They 
overgraze and  exhaust their natu ral browse, en ter the 
tow nsites in  search of new  places to  feed, and graze in 
people’s gardens.

The carnivores follow th e  herbivores—th e  wolves, 
bears, and big cats. This is phase tw o of an im al recol
onization , an  exam ple of w hich I’ve seen in  my ow n 
territory . From M edicine H at, A lberta , to  Saskatoon, 
Saskatchewan, all along the  South Saskatchew an River 
valley, the  cougars have begun to  reestablish themselves.



T h e  W i l d  • 217

In both  cities, w e’ve had recent cougar sightings. In the  
sum m er of 2 0 0 8 , a young m ale cougar was shot and 
killed in Saskatoon in som eone’s backyard. Geist reports 
th a t in Yellowstone N ational Park in  th e  m id-1990s, 
there  were about fifty wolves. This population was aug
m ented w ith  som e tim b er wolves im ported  from  the  
C anadian N orth . As of th is w riting , th e  population of 
wolves in the  Yellowstone region has swollen to more 
th an  fifteen hundred.

Phase th ree  of an im al recolonization, according to 
Geist, is “th e  parasites and diseases re tu rn in g  in full 
force.” M atthew  Teague, in  his artic le  on the  decline 
of hun ting  in A m erica, follows Geist’s theories to  the  
H am ptons in  Long Island, hom e of th e  priciest real 
estate one could im agine. “The H am ptons, like a lot of 
New York State, are lousy w ith  deer.” T heir population 
in Long Island is around tw enty thousand—seven times 
w hat it was in the  1970s. “In Brookhaven, N.Y., officials 
are pondering  how  to  handle th e  deer carcasses scat
tered  across the  tow n’s roadways . . .  This year they are 
on track  to  remove at least 370 deer, and  the  cost—at 
$ 4 0 0 .0 0  per an im al—is strain ing  the  tow n’s budget.” 

A fter w e’ve calcu lated  all th e  dam age to  vehicles 
and hum an  lives lost to  accidents w ith  deer, the  situa
tion  gets even worse. The deer are susceptible to  deer 
ticks, the  source of Lyme disease. Suffolk C ounty in the 
H am ptons “reported  an  estim ated 585 cases last year, up 
from  190 tw o years ago.”

The rem edy? Licensed hun ters have been  hired  to 
kill deer am ong the mega-homes of the  H am ptons. They 
are urged to  do th is  as discreetly  as possible, w hich
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som etim es m eans n ight s ta lk ing  and  bow -and-arrow  
hunting. People are aw are of th is  n o ctu rn a l predation, 
bu t few have protested. The hun ters are m anaging  to 
save som e p re tty  pricey garden shrubs, they often  do it 
for free, and the venison goes to  the  soup kitchens in the 
area.

I h a v e n ’t  s t o p p e d  th in k in g  ab o u t th a t  p arad o x  th a t 
dogs and  defines th e  tru e s t o f h u n te rs  all over th e  w orld. 
A lobby ist ag a in s t h u n tin g  m ig h t p u t it th is  w ay: th e  
h u n te r  seeks to  kill th a t w h ich  h e  c laim s to  love. A keen  

h u n te r  m ig h t express it th is  way: h u n te rs  p e rsis t in  lov
ing  th a t  w h ich  th ey  seek to  kill.

To find some clarity  in  this paradox, it m ight help to 
use an  analogy from our food culture. A small but grow
ing wave of farm ers, butchers, restaurateurs, chefs, and 
foodies have em braced th e  trad itio n a l p astu re  once 
again. Grass-fed beef, lam b, and  pork are  back, along 
w ith  free-range fowl. In opposition to  corporate  agri
business, w hich feeds corn  to  its cows, sends its fecal 
stink  all over the  countryside w ith  massive feedlots, and 
perpetuates the  fast-food burger, these  old-fashioned/ 
progressive farm ers have tu rn ed  th e ir  backs on  all of 
that, tu rn ed  their backs on g row th  horm ones, artificial 
restrain ts th a t force cattle  to  be sedentary, chem icals of 
all kinds, in order to  produce m eats th a t actually  taste 
like beef, pork, lamb, and chicken.

This m ovem ent is the  old pastoral agrarian idyll come 
back to  feed us once again, w hat Susan B ourette calls 

“carnivore chic.” The an im als on these  pastures roam  
freely in lush grasses, graze them , and  move on. The
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chickens follow the  grazers in large num bers, digging 
up grubs, aerating  the  soil, scratching th rough  the  cat
tle dung for insects, thereby spreading the  m anure, and 
fertilizing the  soil w ith  th e ir ow n droppings. The lush 
grasses soon re tu rn , and all evidence suggests th a t the 
anim als and birds are happy.

Happy an im als produce happy m eals. Yes, the  an i
m als are slaughtered, bu t th e ir voyage from  pasture to 
butcher is considerably m ore hum ane th an  th a t of the 
an im als th a t are forced to  fatten  up in huge feedlots, 
th en  callously slaughtered and  sent to  fast-food heaven. 
Pastured anim als can  be treated  w ith  love.

H unting  can  be though t of in  th is way. People can 
h u n t an im als to extinction , c laim ing some kind of cul
tu ra l right to  do so. People can  h u n t w ith  so m any 
gadgets (helicop ters, Ski-Doos, rad io  phones, n ight 
scopes, a t v s , su v s , trail cam eras, etc.) th a t they never 
really engage w ith  the  profound solitude of the wild. If 
they have enough money, people can  tu rn  hunting  into 
m ere ta rge t practice. In o th er w ords (and here comes 
th a t pagan word again), they hunt w ithout reverence for 
the  w ilderness and its creatures. The anim als are treated  
w ith  as m uch love as the  m illions of steers th a t are tran s
ported  from  feedlots to  abatto irs to produce a bacon 
double cheeseburger.

O r people can  hun t by w alking in the  woods, thereby 
gaining a real in tim acy w ith  the  w ilderness. They can 
abide by the  rules. If grizzlies or whales or sage grouse 
o r Bengal tigers are in decline, they hun t the  anim als 
th a t are in good supply. H unters can  im m erse th em 
selves in  the  h u n t and  learn  the  habits of th e ir quarry
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until th a t quarry  is less quarry  and m ore adversary. It’s 
hard  to  respect an  anim al if you tu rn  it into a target or 
a trophy so that you can brag about it. It’s easier to  love 
an  an im al if you can behold it in  and of itself, and not 
just as a m eans to gratify  your ego. W hen th is  tran s
p o rt of w onderm ent happens, and it happens a lot, the  
hun ter becomes the  defender of the  anim al and its habi
tat. H unters and environm entalists w ho do not hun t can 
do some very good work together.

India has an  ancient hunting  tradition. It has always 
had its share o f sporting gentlem en and  poachers. Espe
cially since the days of the  British Raj, the  tiger has been 
hunted  as a status anim al. Even m ore th an  the  A frican 
lion, the  tiger is the  crow n jewel o f the  trophy h u n te r’s 
collection. At the  tu rn  of the  tw entieth  century, an  esti
m ated forty thousand tigers lived in the  w ild in India. A 
survey in  1973 indicated th a t only about tw o thousand 
tigers rem ained. W ildlife reserves w ere created  to  p ro
tect the  rem ain ing  tigers, but as the  sportsm en moved 
out, th e  poachers moved in. The m arket for trad itional 
m edicines in C hina is on fire, and the  trade in  rare  an i
m al parts is flourishing.

M ost o f my inform ation comes from  C aroline Alex
an d er’s recen t a rtic le  in  th e  New Yorker. A lexander 
tells us th a t in  2 0 0 5 , “every tiger in the  Sariska Tiger 
Reserve . . .  had been killed by poachers.”

In India’s Sundarbans Tiger Reserve, however, Alex
ander reports th a t th e  roughly tw o hundred  tigers are 
being protected  by som e dedicated natura lists, hunters, 
and  th e  very people in th is area w ho are m ost at risk 
from  tiger attacks: fisherm en, honey collectors, wood
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gatherers, and o ther foragers from  th e  nearby villages. 
A lexander interview ed a m an  nam ed M ondol, whose 
com panion had been killed by a tiger. He and tw o of his 
com panions tried  to scare off the  tiger, but it showed no 
fear. “Leaping tow ard the  victim , it caught [one of the 
men] by the  th ro a t and  simply carried  h im  into the  for
est. M ondol ran  after him  for som e th irty  or forty feet 
and  then  stopped. ‘Such a big anim al, but there was not a 
b ranch broken,’ he said, and even before his words were 
translated  it was possible to  catch the  w onderm ent in his 
voice: N ot a branch, not a tw ig out o f place.” W hether 
form er victim s of tiger attacks or friends of villagers who 
died from  tiger attacks, the  people of th e  Sundarbans 
revere the  tiger. As one of the  wild-honey gatherers told 
Alexander, “If Tiger is not there, our forest will not be 
there, we will not get our honey.”

I am  not sure if the  honey gatherer, above, was let
ting  his instincts speak for him , or if he was speaking in 
m ore specifically ecological term s. But he m akes sense 
ecologically: if we remove the  top predators, th e ir prey 
w ill becom e too num erous and change the  habitat that 
produces the honey.

A n a tu ra lis t nam ed Dr. Sanyal a ttem pted  to  tran s
port a tiger out of a village th a t it had w andered into and 
re tu rn  the  anim al to the  jungle. The tiger began to  wake 
up before they  had arrived a t th e ir drop-off po int, so 
Dr. Sanyal and his assistant had to  d a rt it once again. 
Sadly, the  second dosage killed th e  an im al, and  h u n 
dreds of villagers cam e to see it. T im e and tim e again 
they said to the disconsolate Dr. Sanyal, “You could have 
saved this beautiful anim al.”
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s in c e  t h e  day I qu it hun ting  I have taken  m any a 
cam ping trip  into the wild. O ne w arm  night on the  Red 
D eer River, H onor and I cam ped w ith  our friend G rant 
M cConnell on a sm all island. A full m oon w as rising, 
and the  sun was going dow n, and w e th ree  sat around 
a cam pfire. O ur ten ts w ere set up, and we w ere about 
to  tu rn  in  w hen G rant pointed  tow ard th e  sunset and 
repeated those im m ortal lines from  the movies: “Uh-oh, 
I th in k  we got company.”

We looked to w here G rant was po in ting  as tw o big 
m oose tro tted  ashore, a cow and a bull, th e ir m agnifi
cen t bodies eclipsing th e  sunset. Suddenly o u r little  
island seemed a lot smaller.

The m oose moved cautiously past us and w ent into 
th e  w illows about a hundred  yards beh ind  us. They 
w ere bedding down for th e  night a stone’s th ro w  from  
our tents! I began to w onder just how territorial a moose 
m ight get in the  m iddle of the  night.

We had a b rief discussion and decided to  load up 
quickly and find ourselves ano ther island. We didn’t  take 
long to abandon the site. T hank God we had a full moon.

But w hat m ight have happened  if one of us had 
brought a rifle along for security? Would this have led to 
a couple of m oose carcasses ro tting  on an  island in the  
sum m er heat? A th rea tened  or injured bull m oose ram 
paging through our campsite?

In January of 2 0 0 7 , H onor and I were snowshoeing 
along the  upper rim  of th e  Beaver C reek coulee, head
ing for the place w here Beaver Creek runs into the  South 
Saskatchewan River. Across the  creek to  th e  south, per
haps th ree  hundred  yards away, som e big farm  dogs
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w ere barking. We paid them  no attention, but they kept 
up w ith  their barking and would not leave the  farm yard. 
Som ething was not right. W hy would farm  dogs bark at 
us from  such a distance, and why would these big dogs 
not dare to  leave their yard by the  farm house?

H onor and  I continued  trom ping th rough  the  snow 
until at last w e reached the  outlook. We could now gaze 
back up the  coulee th a t housed th e  creek or out onto 
the  river and beyond at the  vast expanse of scrub and 
parkland hills th a t rose up from  the  valley. H onor was 
checking out the  upper valley, and I was looking down at 
the  confluence of frozen creek and river. The barking of 
the  dogs was now less insistent. I recall th a t Honor and I 
were talk ing about something.

Just th en , from  a th ick  tangle  of ca tta ils and  w il
lows perhaps sixty feet below me, a great gray dog leapt 
out and  took off w ith  furious speed. N ot a dog, a huge 
overgrown gray coyote. No, not a coyote, a wolf. It was 
a tim ber w olf big enough to gulp dow n a coyote of any 
size, big enough to snack on beavers or dogs. It tore away 
from  us and raced around the  far bank  of the creek and 
disappeared into the  next coulee.

W hile  H onor gazed in to  the  opposite d istance , I 
choked out som ething like: “O h, son of a bitch, I don’t 
friggin believe it. Holy great groaning grunions, did you 
see t h e . .

H onor was now  looking to  w here I pointed.
“The w hat?” she said.
Never have I w anted m ore for a hiking com panion to 

see w hat I saw, bu t all she saw were the  w olf’s tracks on 
the  ice of Beaver Creek.
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W hat if I’d had my old 3 0 /3 0  at th e  ready? W hat 
would w e have here? A dead w olf at the  bottom  of a cou
lee? A w ounded w olf lim ping off into th e  bush to  die? 
A nd if I’d killed it, w hat w ould I have done w ith  this 
m agnificent dead predator? Would I have stuffed it? W hy 
in G od’s nam e would I have stuffed a w olf carcass? To 
show how brave and woodsy I was? To show my friends 
th a t C arp  still had the old hun ter’s instinct? Perhaps all 
I’m  saying is that, as happens to  old hunters, the  rifle has 
slipped from  my grasp.

W hat I did do w as go hom e and  study up  on w olf 
behavior in  my neck o f th e  w oods. I had never even 
heard  of wolves on the  prairie, w here they used to  roam  
a century  before. I soon found out th a t wolves were just 
beginning to show up again in isolated pockets all across 
th e  C anadian  prairie. Ephem eral fam ily groups, they 
are called. I already knew  that, for about a decade now, 
m oose had been  re locating  from  th e  n o rth e rn  forest 
to  the  grainfields of the  p rairie in im pressive num bers. 
W ere the  wolves at last beg inning  to follow th a t m igra
tion? Were they  simply going a fte r th e  m ule deer and 
w hitetails th a t have m ultiplied w ith  such great success 
on the  prairies? Probably.

I also discovered th a t young m ale wolves are som e
tim es forced to  leave th e ir  fam ily un its  and  fend for 
themselves. The alpha males send the  younger males off 
som etim es because th e  deer population is dow n w here 
th e  family has been  foraging. W hen the  deer re tu rn  in 
good num bers, the lone wolves are welcomed back into 
the fold.
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But my Beaver C reek w olf was an  isolated incident, 
and  I had alm ost forgotten th is rare  sighting w hen, in 
February of 2 0 0 7 , H onor and  I w ent on a w riter-and- 
a r tis t’s re trea t to  St. Peter’s Abbey, a m onastery  near 
M uenster, Saskatchew an. I t’s my favorite place for 
fin ish ing  m anuscrip ts . H onor w orks th e re  on  draw 
ings, photography projects, and  paintings. The abbey is 
a bit m ore th an  an hour’s drive across the  prairie, east 
of Saskatoon. It is set in  farm land, but there  are great 
stretches of bush and heavy trees th a t line both  sides of 
the  W olverine Creek valley and planted  trees th a t serve 
as w indbreaks for * \e  crops in the  fields.

In th e  w in ter 01 2 0 0 6 - 0 7  w e’d had a huge dum p 
of snow. It cam e so early and piled up so deep th a t cer
ta in  crops, planted late because of excessive spring rains, 
w ere no t harvested . O ne such crop was som e organic 
M arquis w heat on the  abbey property. O ur bedroom  in 
the  abbey guest w ing looked out in an  easterly direction 
at th is unharvested  field and the  trees su rround ing  it. 
As we were preparing for bed, H onor and  I heard some 
how ling righ t outside our w indow. N ot only was the  
howling very close by; it was in  a sonorous register m uch 
too low for coyotes.

O h, no, I’m  not biting. This is not a wolf. No, n o — 
th is w ould be absolutely too m uch, and besides, after I 
had spotted  a w olf at Beaver Creek, scarcely ten  miles 
south  of Saskatoon, no one would believe me.

“W hat is th a t low how ling?” said Honor. “Is th a t a 
coyote?”

“Yes,” I said, “it has to be a coyote.”
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“Seems awful close,” she said.
I am  not biting. This is definitely not a wolf. This is 

just a lone coyote w ith  a low voice. Too old to  h it the  
high notes. That is w hat it is.

H onor and I m ade a po in t of visiting w ith  Father 
D em etrius the next morning. We m entioned the  howling.

“O h, yes,” he said, “th a t’s our wolf.”
“D on’t  you m ean coyote?” said Honor.
“No,” said Dem etrius, “I m ean wolf.”
He told us a story about a drive he and Father Paul 

had taken  about a m onth  earlier. The snow was unusu
ally deep from  a series of recent blizzards. T here had 
been reports of a wolf hanging around in the  Wolverine 
Creek area. At least ha lf a dozen people around  there 
had spotted it. And as they were approaching the  abbey, 
driving east on Highway 5, Father Paul cried out, “There 
it is!”

Several w hite ta ils  w ere leaping across a field and 
heading for the highway. Behind them  was a huge, dark 
tim ber wolf. It was attem pting to  cut the  deer off before 
they reached the  highway, but it kept breaking through 
the  snow’s light crust and slowing down. The deer were 
able to  navigate in  the deep snow, perhaps because they 
had longer legs. Perhaps as well, they w ere able to  stay 
on top of the  crust because of how their body weight was 
distributed.

Father D em etrius brought the  ca r to  a stop. The wolf 
w atched  as the  deer p ranced , unsca th ed , across the  
highway.

I sought out o thers w ho had seen th e  an im al, and 
they all agreed that it was way too big and darkly colored
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to  be a coyote. It was a tim b er wolf. Some, including 
Father Dem etrius, claim ed it was black.

He w alked w ith  us out into the  deep snow. He w anted 
us to  know  th a t  th is  crea tu re  was no coyote, and  he 
claim ed to  have evidence. We followed his black cassock 
as it w hipped about in  the  w ind. He led us into a long 
w indbreak m ade up o f blue spruce and some big golden 
willows w ith  yellow branches. Beside one of these large 
trees, D em etrius cam e to  a halt.

“M ost of them  are covered up w ith  snow, but this one 
is m ore recent.”

He was standing over a large deer carcass. Its insides 
had been  to rn  ou t an d  ea ten —all bu t th e  stom ach, 
w hich lay like a sm all stuffed bag by the  gaping ribcage. 
All around the  kill site w ere anim al prints. They looked 
as if they belonged to  a pack of neighborhood dogs. But 
one set of prin ts was m uch larger th an  any of the  others. 
T hink  Great Dane or Newfoundland.

“You said m ost of them  are covered up w ith  snow,” I 
inquired. “You m ean prin ts?”

“No,” said D em etrius, who tu rn ed  to  go back to  the 
residence. “I m ean kill sites.”

“Plural?”
“I th in k  there are at least a dozen.”
The w ord spread, and  we gathered together a nice 

troop of artis ts  and w riters for an  excursion after work. 
We donned ou r snowshoes, skis, and  snow boots and 
trekked from  one kill site to  another. I th in k  we found 
seven o r eight, som e of w hich  w ere still uncovered, 
because th e  coyotes kept com ing back to  gnaw  at the  
bones of the  fallen deer.
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D uring such a harsh w inter, the  unharvested  crop of 
M arquis w heat was a godsend to  all th e  w hitetails that 
gathered each night to feed. The herd num bered up to  a 
hundred or so anim als. But the  deer th a t gathered on the 
field were in tu rn  a veritable banquet to  the  w olf and the 
coyotes whose cries w e heard each night. The w olf was 
always first to howl, and the coyotes would answ er w ith  
falsetto choruses of their own. It w asn’t  hard  to  hear the 
difference betw een the  cries of the  tw o species. Wolves 
howl and coyotes yip. The w olf can  get up near the  coy
otes’ falsetto now and then , but it’s m ore com fortable in 
a lower range. The coyotes ow n the  upper register, and 
th e ir yipping can  cover an  aston ish ing  range of notes 
and vocabulary. But w hen they go off together, one wolf 
and a pack of coyotes sound like a can ine cham ber group 
for a dozen clarinets and one bassoon.

H ow did these tw o species relate out here on the  
prairie? They were clearly both  feeding on the  deer, but 
coyotes do not join up w ith  wolves un d er any c ircum 
stances. One hears rum ors of wolves and coyotes m ating 
up north , but there  is very little evidence for this behav
ior, and all of it comes from  Eastern  C anada. Wolves 
(from the no rthern  boreal forest) and coyotes (from the 
southern  prairie) are rivals for the  sam e food and te rr i
tory. A coyote th a t team s up w ith  a w olf for m ating or 
any other purpose would have to have a death  wish.

H onor took an  early m orning  ski from  th e  abbey to 
the  M uenster tow nsite via the  railway tracks. She cam e 
back w ith  an  interesting discovery. She had found some 
fresh tracks m ade by deer during  the  night. The deer 
tracks were followed by the tracks of seven coyotes. The
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coyote tracks w ere occasionally visited by a sprinkling of 
m onster tracks m ade by som ething m uch larger. Again, 
th in k  New foundland o r Great Dane.

I could not escape th e  notion  th a t, betw een  these 
predators, there  m ight be som e sort of symbiosis, th a t 
even if they  w ere sw orn enem ies, they  w ere hun ting  
together in some way. O r at th e  very least, th e ir howls 
and yipping kept them  in contact w ith  each other so that, 
once the  w olf had had its fill, the  coyotes could move in 
and feast on the  rem ains of the  deer.

O ne or tw o nights later, Dem etrius took his usual mid
night w alk from  the  church to the  spot w here the  railway 
tracks and th e  highway com e together. This w alk  took 
him  right to the  no rth  of the  field w here sixty to  seventy 
deer w ere feeding. They w ere easy for h im  to  spot, dark 
silhouettes against the  w hite of the  deep snow. He made 
it past the  field to  the  northeastern  edge of the  w indbreak, 
and  there, am ong the  blue spruce, was an  en tire pack of 
coyotes. And not fifty feet away was the black wolf.

O ne th in g  you learn  about D em etrius is th a t he is 
very tough. He is no stranger to  hardship, pain , death, 
and physical danger. He does not need a rifle to  bolster 
his courage. And so he stood there, all alone but for the 
deer herd  behind  h im  and the  coyotes in front of him , 
and he stared right into the eyes of his wolf.

Everything out there  th a t night on the  abbey grounds, 
it seemed, was eating o r getting  eaten. Father Dem etrius 
tu rn ed  his back on  the  wolf and its sm aller cousins and 
w alked back to  the  abbey.

I never saw th e  wolf, b u t believe me, track ing  h im  
and p u tting  together th e  forensics o f how  the  coyotes
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followed the  w olf to  cash in  on th e  m eal w ere as fasci
nating  as any hun t I’ve ever been on. H unting taught me 
to  pay attention, and the  rew ards of paying atten tion  to 
the natural world are just as profound as ever.

I m e n t i o n  t h i s  in a m onth  w hen, for th e  first tim e 
ever, there  are no guns in our house. My trusty  sixteen- 
gauge, the  one my dad gave me w hen I tu rn ed  seventeen, 
is now in the  hands of Doug Elsasser.

I still get a kick out of shooting arrow s at targets. For 
th is I need a longbow, a traditional bow. I’ve been work
ing away at how to  tiller these traditional bows. Tillering 
is simply the  act of shaving wood from a stave w here the 
stave doesn’t bend enough or leaving wood on the  stave 
w here it m ight bend too much. Tillering is the  bow yer’s 
way of carving w ith  care.

From tim e to tim e I go out and  ga ther som e w ild 
green ash or chokecherry, trees th a t in  m ost cases are 
doom ed to  be bulldozed away by som eone else. These 
tw o kinds of wood m ake excellent bows because they are 
flexible, strong, and light—ideal for carving. If the  wood 
is trea ted  properly, a bow  m ade from  chokecherry can 
last a long tim e. I fashion my bows from th ree  to  five feet 
long, because this is about the  size of the  ones the great 
bison hunters of the d istan t past used on the prairies.

The Native hunters used deer sinew for strings; I use 
cord th a t I salvage from  various household item s— old 
Venetian blinds, for example.

Two of my creations, so far, have been  m ildly suc
cessful, but I have no in ten tion  o f using th em  to  h u n t 
anything. For me, m aking bows and shooting them  is a
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substitute for hunting. But perhaps it is m ore th an  a sub
stitute, because m aking a bow grounds m e in the  sort of 
history from  w hich you, dear reader, and I have evolved.

O ne day w hen I was hauling away a recently  bull
dozed green ash, I stopped to exam ine it. I brought out a 
knife and proceeded to hack away the branches and then  
to  peel away the  bark. I exam ined the  stave I was left 
w ith  for its potential as a longbow. I was in  a leafy clear
ing on a hot day, and for some reason I looked up. A deer 
was w atching me, a m ature w hitetail doe w ith  no fawns 
around. In spite of the  w eapon I was fashioning, I was 
apparently no th rea t to  her. You going to shoot that thing, 
little fella? she m ight have said. Lotsa luck, eh. H er tail 
did not go up. She just w alked off a ways and re tu rned  
to grazing. I can’t help w ondering how she would have 
regarded me during  the  days w hen I was a keen hunter 
of her species.

If I w ere a hun ter now, I w ould h u n t w ith  a long
bow. I adm ire the  persistence and skill of the  traditional 
bow yer/hunters th a t take to the  woods all over this con
tinen t, especially in  the  Deep South.

It m akes little sense to m e to  shoot doves as they do 
down there. Are these birds just targets, or is there some 
deeper cu ltu ra l engagem ent going on? It m akes little 
sense to  m e to  shoot a bear from  the  safety of a plat
form  so th a t you can take its pelt and tu rn  its penis into 
a swizzle stick. It makes no sense to me to  pursue Ben
gal tigers or snow leopards or grizzlies just to kill them . 
But w here I live, it m akes em inent good sense to hun t for 
w hitetails, m ule deer, feral hogs, snow geese, and C an
ada honkers. They were once in short supply, or am ple
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supply, and now they may well be in oversupply. And in 
all cases, w ith  the  usual careful preparation, their m eat 
is wonderful.

I know  a young m an from  my neighborhood nam ed 
Liam. He is fou rteen  years old. His g ran d fa th er has 
encouraged h im  to take a hun ter safety course and to 
get his beg inner’s hunting  license. He is very well coor
dinated, he learns fast, and he’s hell on clay pigeons. He 
is probably the  only young person I know  around  here 
w ho w ants to hunt. I w ant him  to  becom e one of those 
hunters who becom e guardians o f habitat, who w alk the 
woods w ith  reverence, and who gain a great abiding love 
for the  w ild creatures they pursue. I know  his grandfa
ther, and so my hopes for Liam seem entirely reasonable.

Little m an, good hunting to you.
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Th i s  b o o k  reflects more time in the woods and fields 
than in the stacks. Nevertheless, to write it, I have had 

to read my way into some pretty exciting territory. I have 
listed my sources below, chapter by chapter, in order of their 
appearance, or the shadow of their influence, in my text. This 
shadow includes books I haven’t  quoted from but which 
might have broadened my approach to this subject

c h a p t e r  1 T h a t G ood O ld  T im e

Page 31 Jared Diamond, Guns, G erm s, a n d  S tee l, New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 1997, p. 43. Diamond reminds us that the dodo bird has become 

“virtually a symbol of extinction” by human hands. His book is a fascinat
ing look at the calamities and accidents of world history, but this is history 
as seen by an anthropologist who knows a lot about environmental science. 
Diamond throws in a little chaos theory for good measure. For the purposes 
of this book, I found parts 1 and 2 particularly interesting.

Page 32 See Throckmorton's comments in Matthew Teague,
“A More Dangerous Game," S p o r ts  I l lu s tra te d , November 24, 2008 , p. 64.

c h a p t e r  2  S k u lk in g  th ro u g h  th e  B ushes

Page 34 Michael Pollan, T h e  O m n ivo re ’s D ile m m a , New York: Penguin Books, 
2 0 0 6 , p. 314. This book is a delightful compendium of what we eat and a 
well-aimed critique targeted not only at corporate food production but also 
at our own eating habits. I suspect that the spirit of Pollan’s book haunts
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several of my chapters. His follow-up book, In  D e fe n se  o f  F ood, is a decidedly 
contemporary yet delightfully old-fashioned vision of what constitutes good 
food.

Pages 36-42  My account of the earliest evolution of hunting was guided by 
a number of sources. The conclusions to many of these inquiries are fraught 
with speculation and politics, as Elaine Dewar reminds us in her thoughtful 
book B ones, Toronto: Vintage Canada, 2001. Therefore, the historian needs 
to ride through this territory with some care. One of the better sources for 
dietary and paleoanthropological details is the website www.beyondveg. 
com. I was able to glean some helpful facts about human and hunter evolu
tion from two learned and readable books by Stephen J. Gould: D in o sa u r  

in  a  H a y s ta c k , New York: Harmony Books, 1995, Chapters 19 and 27; and 
W o n d e r fu l L ife , New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1989, Chapter 1. Also 
helpful on questions of evolution was Donald Johanson and Blake Edgar’s 
From  L u c y  to  L a n g u a g e , New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996, Chapter 15.

Page 36 For a summary of the hunting hypothesis, see Matt Cartmill,
A  View to  a D ea th  in  th e  M o rn in g , Cambridge, ma: University of Harvard 
Press, 1993, p. 14.

Pages 39-42  There is a wide assortment of facts available to readers on 
the encroachment of agrarian practices upon the hunter-gatherer cul
tures throughout the world in Richard B. Lee and Richard Daly (eds.), T h e  

C am bridge E n cyc lo p ed ia  o f  H u n te r s  a n d  G a therers , Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999. See especially pp. 90 , 388, and 389.

Page 40 Trevor Herriot, Jacob's W o u n d . Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 
2004 , pp. 62-63 . This book is Herriot’s search for the spirit of wildness, 
a tough but inspiring read and an unapologetically moral approach to his
tory and wilderness. Herriot’s book is my best source of information on the 
Hakkarmel burial sites in Israel, and it helped give me some perspective 
on my approach to the evolution of hunting.

Page 42 Jared Diamond, Guns, G erm s, a n d  S tee l, p. 46.

Page 43 Liz Bryan, T h e  B u ffa lo  People. Edmonton: University of Alberta 
Press, 1991, pp. 32-33. A very engaging study and a joy to read. Bryan’s 
work helped me round out my history of subsistence hunting and bring it 
home to the Canadian prairies. Some of the hunting facts on pp. 44-45  are 
taken from her book and from my correspondence with Trevor Herriot.
My research on Native bows and arrows came from my discussions with 
Plains Cree historians and elders.

http://www.beyondveg
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Pages 4 4 -4 9  Theodore Binnema, C o m m o n  a n d  C o n te s ted  G round , Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2004 . This history of the northwestern plains 
helped me with a number of details, especially in getting the timelines right 
for the evolution of horsemanship, hunting, and warring on the Great Plains. 
Also helpful was J. Edward Chamberlin, H orse: H o w  th e  H orse H a s S h a p ed  

C iv iliza tio n s , Toronto: Alfred A. Knopf Canada, 2 0 0 6 , Chapters 1-3.

Pages 4 8 -4 9  and 51-52 Roger Longrigg, The H is to ry  o f  F o x h u n tin g , New 
York: Clarkson N. Potter, 1975. In his opening chapter, Longrigg takes a 
look at the point in human history where sport hunting branched off from 
the rigors of subsistence hunting. In the remaining chapters, this book is not 
so much about hunting as about manners, apparel, style, and lineage 
(horses, dogs, and fox hunters).

Page 50 David Petersen (ed.), A H u n te r ’s H ea r t, New York: Owl Books, 1997. 
Petersen’s book is an anthology of thoughtful, conscience-ridden accounts 
of hunting, primarily in the United States. Less bang em ’n bag em and more 
vigilance in the cause of wildlife, and an ethical approach (“fair chase”) to 
hunting. I recommend this book to all kinds of readers, including hunters 
whose fascination with the sport goes beyond techniques, brand names, and 
gadgetry, to the wildlife itself.

Page 50 Rick Bass, Caribou R isin g , San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 2004. 
Bass is a joy to read, whether he is speaking of his own region, the Yaak 
Valley of Montana, or traveling some other wilderness. He is a fervent 
protector of habitat and hunting cultures.

Page 50 James Swan, In  D e fe n se  o f  H u n tin g :  San Francisco, Harper, 1995. 
Swan’s book is an important contribution to hunting literature. At times he 
becomes almost unduly defensive about sport hunting among modern 
middle-class nimrods; a writer can only push suburban primitivism so far. 
For the most part, however, hunting and Jungian analysis seem to go 
nicely together in this book.

Pages 52-53 See Paul Theroux, “Thoreau on the Moose,” L os A n g e les  T im es , 

September 14, 2008.

Page 53 Ralph H. Lutts, T h e  N a tu re  F akers  (revised edition), Charlottesville, 
v a :  University Press of Virginia, 2 0 0 7 ,  p. 1 2 .

Pages 54-56 Aldo Leopold, A S a n d  C o u n ty  A lm a n a c , New York: Oxford Uni
versity Press, 1948. This book, with admirable line drawings by Charles W. 
Schwartz, is a latter-day Thoreauvian wonder, a true classic. I drew some
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good hunting and conservation wisdom from part in ,  “The Upshot.” See 
especially pp. 177-178.

c h a p t e r  3 T h e  Forest P r im ev a l

Page 59 “This is the forest primeval.” These lines are from the opening 
stanza of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s E vangeline.

Page 59 Roderick Haig-Brown, M ea su re  o f  th e  Year, Don Mills, o n :  William 
Collins Sons, 1950, p. 191.

Page 71 Matthew Teague, “A More Dangerous Game,” S p o r ts  I llu s tra ted , 

November 2 4 ,2 0 0 8 , pp. 6 4 -65 .

c h a p t e r  4 T h e  D a w n in g  o f  A m b iv a le n c e

Page 74 T.J. Schwanky, “Trail Cameras,” T h e  O u td o o r  Edge, Jan.-Feb. 2007, 
Vol. 17, Issue 1, pp. 6-7 .

Page 74 C.L. Rawlins, “I Like to Talk about Animals,” in David Petersen's A  

H u n te r ’s  H eart, New York: Owl Books, 1997, p. 93.

Pages 7 6 -8 0  Larry Koller, T h e  T re a su ry  o f  H u n tin g , New York: Odyssey 
Press, 1965.

Pages 81-84 Ernest Hemingway, G reen H ills  o f  A fr ic a , New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1935. This work of literary nonfiction is based on jour
nals Hemingway kept during his first safari to Africa. It reminds me that 
although Hemingway was training himself to become a novelist, he was 
a very good journalist.

References to this work and Hemingway's D ea th  in  th e  A fte r n o o n  (1932) 
are taken from Sean Hemingway (ed.), H e m in g w a y  on  H u n tin g , Guilford, 
c t :  The Lyons Press, 2001. References to Hemingway’s short stories are 
from T h e  C om plete  S h o r t S to r ie s  o f  E rn es t H em in g w a y , The Finca Vigia Edi
tion, New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1987. These stories might serve 
to remind readers of that little-publicized side to Hemingway that is down
right tender and humane. Try “A Clean, Well-Lighted Place” and “Hills 
Like White Elephants.”

Pages 8 4 -9 0  William Faulkner, Go Down, M o ses, New York: First Vintage 
International Edition, 1990, pp. 181-315. This classic of American fiction 
is a linked sequence of stories that reads like a novel, because each story 
enriches each other story. In addition to the famous novella “The Bear,”
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there are two other fine hunting stories in this volume: "The Old People" 
and “Delta Autumn." Details from Faulkner’s life come from several sources, 
but the best for this project was Jay Parini’s biography of Faulkner, One 
Matchless Time, New York: HarperCollins, 2004. Readers interested in pur
suing the life of Boon Hogganbeck might want to read Faulkner’s novel The 
Reivers. Steve McQueen stars in the movie version. As Boon Hogganbeck, 
he stinks.

Page 85 Jay Parini, One Matchless Time, p. 305.

Pages 9 0 -9 3  Roderick Haig-Brown, Measure o f the Year, Don Mills, o n : 

William Collins Sons, 1950, pp. 185-191. This fascinating book should be 
read by lovers of Aldo Leopold's A Sand County Almanac and vice versa. Most 
details on Haig-Brown’s life are from Valerie Haig-Brown, Deep Currents, 
Victoria, вс: Orca Book Publishers, 1997. Among the many delights of this 
book, by one of Haig-Brown’s daughters, is an account of his courtship of 
Ann Elmore, including generous quotations from their love letters.

Page 91 Roderick Haig-Brown, Panther, London: Collins, 1967. This book 
first came out in 1934, and that same year an American edition was released 
under the title o f Ki-yu. Once promoted as juvenile fiction, the novel is 
almost too gritty for youthful readers. I could not put it down.

c h a p t e r  5 Throwbacks
Page 98 Alberto Manguel, The City o f Words, Toronto: Anansi, 2007, p. 56.

Page 116 M atthew Teague, "A More Dangerous Game," Sports Illustrated, 
November 24, 2008 , p. 60.

c h a p t e r  6  The Return o f Artemis
Page 117 Mary Zeiss Stange, Woman the Hunter, Boston: Beacon Press, 1997, 
pp. 184-185.

Pages 121-123 On the subject of Aboriginal women hunting either with 
or without men, see Richard B. Lee and Richard Daly (eds.). The Cambridge 

Encyclopedia o f Hunters and Gatherers, pp. 411-416.

Page 123 Readers might wonder whether there are any accounts of Aborigi
nal women, by Aboriginal women, that describe the hunt. I could find very 
little evidence of these accounts from the nineteenth century, but Louise 
Erdrich, who has Aboriginal roots, writes a riveting story of Native hunting 
in Tracks, New York: HarperCollins, 1988.
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Page 124 Deborah Homsher, W o m e n  &  G uns: P o litics a n d  th e  C u ltu re  o f  

F ire a rm s  in  A m e r ic a , New York: M.E. Sharpe, 2001, p. 64. In Homsher's 
discussion of firearms among Aboriginal males on the Great Plains in the 
nineteenth century, she refers to the work of Alan Klein. See p. 77 for com
plete details.

Page 124 The increase in numbers of North American women who now 
hunt is discussed in Mary Zeiss Stange and Carol K. Oyster, G un  W o m en , 

New York: New York University Press, 20 0 0 , pp. 23-24. See also Stange’s 
essay, "Look Who’s Stalking” in O u td o o r  L ife , May 1998, pp. 62 and follow
ing. Homsher questions these figures in W o m e n  & Guns. See the chapter 
entitled “Fields Near Home.”

Page 124 Mary Zeiss Stange, "Look Who’s Stalking,” O u td o o r  L ife , pp. 62 
and following.

Page 125 Theodore Roosevelt, “The Strenuous Life,” in T h e  W o rks  o f  T h e o 

d o re  R o o seve lt, Vol. x i i , New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1926, p. 4.

Pages 125-126 Stange, Woman th e  H u n ter , p. 76.

Page 126 Stange, Woman th e  H u n ter , p. 71.

Page 128 Homsher, W o m e n & G u n s ,  pp. 16-17.

Pages 128-129 Homsher, W o m e n  &  G uns, p. 71.

Page 130 See Jake MacDonald’s article “The Autumn’s Glass,” in C o n serva 

tor, 2007 Waterfowling Heritage Issue, pp. 2 0 -23 .

Pages 130-135 I taped my interview with Ruthanne and Barbara Hanbidge 
on February 6 ,2 0 0 9 .

Page 133 On the historical roots of trophy hunting, see Greg Gillespie's 
essay in Jean L. Manore and David G. Miner (eds.), T h e  C u ltu re  o f  H u n tin g  in  

C a n a d a , Vancouver: и ве  Press, 2007, pp. 42-55 . The essays in this volume 
are written primarily by academics, but the jargon is kept to a minimum in 
most of these papers. I found a number of them very helpful. In “Hunting 
Stories," Peter Kulchyski writes about the cultural importance for Aborigi
nal people of the annual hunt. He contrasts Aboriginal and white attitudes 
to hunting and has some interesting observations to make on the subject of 
Aboriginal women hunting. Using different sources for his research, Bruce 
Hodgins makes a similar argument in “Aboriginal Peoples and Their His
toric Right to Hunt." In his essay, “The Empire’s Eden," Greg Gillespie has
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much to say about the impact on sport hunting in North America of the 
English gentleman, whose code of sportsmanlike hunting had much to do 
with social class, which meant exclusive hunting rights. The New World 
became for him a culturally constricted colonial space. He justified his 
collection of trophy heads in terms of their value to science. Roland Bohr’s 
interview with Louis Bird, “Views of a Swampy-Cree Elder," is a very good 
way of easing into Native spirituality and the conservation ethic that arises 
from these beliefs. With regional variations, they apply to many Aboriginal 
peoples in North America and not just the northern Cree hunters. David 
Calverly’s essay, “W hen the Need for It No Longer Existed,” is critical of 
past government conservation programs in Ontario. I found it disconcert
ing to learn the extent to which the economy had dictated how wildlife was 
protected. Jean Manore's essay on Algonquin Park, “Contested Terrains 
of Space and Place," is about different attitudes to nature. One such view, 
which comes to us from nineteenth-century American writers, argues that 
the wilderness experience tends to encourage self-reliance, manliness, and 
individuality. Edward Reid (“Personal Expression as Exemplified by Hunt
ing”) argues with some conviction that sport hunters can feel some of the 
passionate spirituality most often ascribed to Aboriginal hunters. He would 
like to bring back the spring bear hunt to Ontario. I have to assume that he 
is dead set against bear baiting. Tim Sopuck brings animal activists into the 
picture with “The Activists Move West.” He recounts the opposition from 
activists to penned hunting and to the annual spring bear hunts in Ontario 
and Manitoba. Edward Hanna, in “Fair Chase,” traces the ethical evolution 
of fairness in, primarily, sport hunting and offers a wide-ranging account of 
hunting culture and a sanely ecocentric approach to the pursuit and protec
tion of wildlife.

c h a p t e r  7 The L a s t G rea t H u n te r

Page 136 James Welch, Fools C row , New York: Penguin Books, 1987, pp. 123, 
164, and 356. James Welch came from the Blackfoot First Nation in Mon
tana. He wrote five novels before his death in 2003. Welch's research into 
the lives of the nineteenth-century Plains Indians, for the writing of this 
novel, is as meticulous as that of any historian I have ever read. Fools C row  is 
the winner of three major literary awards, including the Los Angeles Times 
Book Prize.

Page 148 Hugh Brody, T h e  O th er  S id e  o f  E den: H u n te r s , F arm ers  a n d  the  

S h a p in g  o f  th e  W orld , Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, p. 5.
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Pages 149-150 Jerry Haigh, T h e  T roub le w ith  L io n s , Edmonton: The Univer
sity of Alberta Press, 2008. Haigh is not only a dedicated conservationist, he 
is a riveting storyteller.

Pages 150-151 Quotations from Louis Bird, as recorded by Roland Bohr, are 
from Jean L. Manore and Dale G. Miner’s (eds.). T h e  C u ltu re  o f  H u n tin g  in  

C a n a d a , Vancouver: и ве  Press, 2007, p. 102.

Pages 151-153 I talked with Walter Linklater at his home in Saskatoon 
primarily from June to August of 2008.

Pages 151-152 Adrian Tanner, B rin g in g  H o m e A n im a ls , Corner Brook, n l : 

Institute of Social and Economic Research, 1979, Chapters 6, 7, and 8.
What Tanner says about religious beliefs among the Mistassini Cree hunters 
tallies nicely with what Hugh Brody, Louis Bird, and Walter Linklater have 
said about how northern Aboriginal people respected the animals 
they hunted.

Pages 153-154 Hugh Brody, T h e  O th er  S ide  o f  E d e n , p. 5. Readers who want 
to pursue the subject of Aboriginal hunter-gatherer communities will find 
Hugh Brody’s books accessible and very enlightening. Brody has spent many 
years of his life hunting with seal, caribou, and moose hunters all over the 
Canadian North—indeed, with hunting people all over the world. He 
dedicates himself to learning as much of the Aboriginal languages as he 
can. Inspiring work.

Page 155 I am quoting Trevor Herriot from a note he sent me in the 
spring of 2008.

Pages 155-159 Mathieu Mestokosho in Serge Bouchard, T h e  C aribou  H un ter , 

trans. Joan Irving, Vancouver: Greystone Books, 20 0 6 , pp. 6 5 -6 6 . This 
page-turner gives a close-up narration of Aboriginal hunting in Labrador, 
mostly for caribou in winter. To see how vigorous and dedicated this life 
was, before the advent of snowmobiles, gives the uninitiated reader a 
heart-stopping respect for these Innu hunters.

Page 159 I am referring primarily to J. Edward Chamberlin, I f  T h is  Is  Your  

L a n d , Where Are Your Stories?, Toronto: Vintage, 2004 , and T h e  H a rro w in g  o f  

E den: W h ite  A t t i tu d e s  to w a rd  N o r th  A m e r ic a n  N a tive s , Toronto: Fitzhenry and 
Whiteside, 1975, as well as Barry Lopez, A b o u t T h is  L ife , Toronto: Random 
House of Canada, 1998.
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Page 159 To read a historical view of the conflicted schemes of Canadian 
conservationists to preserve wildlife in the Northwest Territories, a move
ment that often had a bad impact on Aboriginal hunters, see John Sandlos, 
H u n ters  a t th e  M arg in : N a tiv e  People a n d  W ild life  C o n serva tio n  in  th e  N o r th w e s t  

T errito r ies , Vancouver: и в е  Press, 2007.

Pages 159-160 Elie Dolgin, “Hello, Dolly,” T h e  G lobe &  M a il, May 3, 2008.

Page 160 Ian McAllister, T h e  L a st W ild  Wolves. Vancouver: Greystone 
Books, 2007. McAllister offers a courageous account of people studying 
wolves as unobtrusively as possible. The book comes with stunning photo
graphs and a c d  of wolves filmed days before they were shot and killed by an 
outfitter. In the process of breaking your heart, this book will inspire you.

Pages 160-161 Barry Lopez, A rc tic  D rea m s, New York: Charles Scribner’s 
Sons, 1986, pp. 273-274.

Page 161 Of all the classic texts I’ve ever read on wilderness, Henry David 
Thoreau’s W a ld e n  is the Bible. To sample what Thoreau can do, just try his 
chapter entitled “Spring.” If you feel like a little weekend transcendence, 
this guy will take you there.

c h a p t e r  8  P leasure

Page 165 1о5ё Ortega у Gasset, M e d ita tio n s  on  H u n tin g , trans. Howard B. 
Wescott, New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1972, p. 138. Do not read this 
wise and eccentric book to learn how the hunter comes to love and defend 
the prey and its habitat. This philosophical treatise focuses exclusively on 
the hunter as predator.

Pages 167-168 Richard Ford, “Hunting with My Wife,” S p o r ts  A fie ld , Winter 
1996-97. For readers of contemporary fiction who also like hunting stories, 
Ford's early novel A P iece  o f  M y  H e a r t, London: Collins Harvill, 1987, is a 
delight.

Page 168 Note from Trevor Herriot, spring of 2008.

Page 170 Hugh Brody, M a p s  a n d  D rea m s, Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, 
1981. This book is an inspired voyage into the visionary world and the 
wisdom of Aboriginal hunter-gatherers. Robert Brightman, G ra te fu l Prey, 

Regina: Canadian Plains Research Centre, 2002. This reads like a book by 
an academic written for other academics. Too bad the jargon is so dense, 
because Brightman really has something to say.
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Page 171 Susan Bourette, Carnivore Chic, Toronto: Viking Canada, 2008 , 
pp. 104-105. Bourette takes us on a quest in search of the most sumptuous 
meat she can find. Her book (although less scholarly) is written in the spirit 
of Michael Pollan’s The Omnivore’s Dilemma. Very informative, and it gives 
one’s salivary glands a nice workout. If you’ve ever considered becoming a 
lapsed vegetarian, this is the book for you.

Pages 181-182 Jos£ Ortega у Gasset, Meditations on Hunting, p. 132. 

c h a p t e r  9  Blood

Page 184 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lyrical Ballads, Second Edition, London: 
Pearson Longman, 2007, p. 391.

Pages 184-204 The events from Chapter 9 are recounted in altered form 
and greater detail in an earlier book of mine, Courting Saskatchewan, Van
couver: Greystone, 1996.

c h a p t e r  10 The Wild
Page 207 Ronald Jager, “Hunting with Thoreau,” in David Petersen’s A 
Hunter’s Heart, New York: Owl Books, 1997, p. 77.

Page 207 Brooks Atkinson (ed.), Walden and Other Writings o f Henry David 

Thoreau, New York: Modern Library, 1992, p. 200.

Pages 211-212, 215-216 David Crary, “Across U.S., Hunt’s On for Aspiring 
Hunters,” San Antonio Express-News, September 7, 2007.

Page 211 For more details of the survey on licensed hunters,
see James Swan, In Defense o f Hunting, San Francisco: Harper, 1995, p. 3.

Pages 215, 216 Jim Harrison, “The Violators,” in David Petersen’s A Hunter's 

Heart, p. 218.

Page 216 In a note, spring 2008 , Trevor Herriot reminded me that white- 
tail deer did not exist on the open plains until we managed to wipe out the 
buffalo and suppress prairie fires.

Page 216-218 Matthew Teague, “A More Dangerous Game," Sports Illus
trated, November 24, 2008 , pp. 61-62 . See also Jan E. Dizard, Mortal Stakes, 
Boston: University of Massachusetts Press, 2003, pp. 26-27 . Teague's 
account of the proliferation of whitetails in and around the Hamptons and 
the health dangers they have brought with them picks up where 
Dizard’s account leaves off.
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Pages 220-221 Caroline Alexander, “Tigerland," The New Yorker, 

April 2 1 ,2008 , pp. 66 and following.

Pages 230-231 Hunters interested in going the traditional bow route, 
and in learning how to tiller a bow for themselves, should read Jim 
Hamm (ed.), The TYaditional Bowyer's Bible, Volumes 1-3, New York: 
Bois d ’Arc Press, 1992.
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