This hunting journal entry was modified slightly to change the names of my hunting companions (at their request) lest it end up somewhere public (like this) and they were squeamish about negative reactions – a commentary in its own right – My name has remained unaltered.

Way Back In With Friends From Way Back When

Lee Foote – 20-27 Sept 1999, 

Hunting trip into Willmore Provincial Wilderness Park, Alberta

It is not clear to me when this hunt actually began. Was it when the first canoe stroke propelled us from the rocky shores of Rock Lake; could it have been in January when Mick suggested we guide my dear friends from Louisiana; it might have begun 15 years ago when Randall and I wishfully talked of bowhunting moose out west somewhere. I know that on the night of Randall and Carmen’s arrival we were busily sharpening recalcitrant Grizzly broadheads. My 15 year-old Leupold Vari-X II scope was being remounted after the (free!) adjustment upgrade to extend the MOA adjustments. It might zero at last after being one inch right for 15 years for lack of any more adjustment on the screw. My Ruger mounts were not adjustable. We had packs, paddles, maps, food, PFDs, tents and gear scattered all over Mick’s driveway. Licenses bought, emergency contact information registered, and even a call to the regional DOW officer to explain what we were up to since without full knowledge of what we proposed, our hunt could appear to be little bit on the edge of the law. We wanted no mistake that two of our number would be rifle hunting for elk while two others would be bow hunting for moose, then possibly shifting to bear and sheep with rifles. Furthermore, we would not be far from the non-hunting line of Jasper National Park but that we were aware of the line and would not cross it. 

I suppose I consider final hunt preparations to be the official start of a hunt. Wolves go through a happy pre-hunt ritual of rubbing, yipping and tail-wagging that is down right Labradorian in appearance; native North American hunters would purify and make sacrifice during their pre-hunt preparations. Our joking and happy banter might have been wolf-like while our purification was of the form of scent considerations and camouflage. Our sacrifices were made in the form of licenses to a wildlife management division. 

Randall and Carmen are dear dear friends and accomplished hunting companions from my deep South upbringing. I am pleased that they are finally joining me in Alberta to hunt big big game in a wilderness setting. That non-residents hunting big game in Alberta must be accompanied by a guide has its own legion of opponents and supporters. Outfitting in Alberta usually entails a guide that is licensed by the Alberta Outfitters Association, block-purchased licenses, horses, and a hefty guide fee. The Outfitters Association is a powerful lobby on our government and at least one representative on the Alberta Conservation Association Board is a registered outfitter. There is one way remaining, albeit restrictive, for ordinary resident hunters to bring an out-of-Province guest up to hunt big game. It is called a Class C licenses and it is available to any licensed Alberta hunter once every three years. No payment is allowed and guests may only apply for two big game species, neither of which may be bighorn sheep or grizzly bear. Both of these species require substantial knowledge of animal size, sex, and minimum criteria. 

Randall and Carmen are both highly accomplished business people that are descendents of successful business-related families and they could well afford to hunt wherever they wanted. By all rights one would expect them to take the luxurious, fully outfitted, horse-packing, gourmet food, traditional wall tenting hunt. So why in the hell would they opt for our meager class C arrangements? Mick and I were flattered that our reputation as hunters had conveyed such confidence (in recent years we have each managed to take whitetails exceeding 145 B& C points, black bears, waterfowl in abundance etc.). Randall brought our hatbands back to normal size by telling me that "No he wasn’t hunting under Class C for our legendary prowess [legend in our own mind!] but rather because we were good company and he preferred to hunt with friends." 

Later we compared notes and all of us had either guided or been guided before. There were some success stories and some horror stories. Mick told of the appropriate terms for bear guides: upon killing a bear that squares 6-feet a guide might exclaim "Giant bear!", for a 5 footer "Great coat!", a 4-footer "Good Shot!". There remains a role-predicated distance between guide and hunter and that awkwardness exists until a deeper relationship can be established – that is, until a friendship emerges, if it ever does. The one thing that none of us could tolerate was the pandering, babying and cloying nature of some guides. That they might mentally equate rack size with tip size was all too obvious, and that they thought their intentions were well camouflaged was all the more insulting. 

Randall was going to paddle his own canoe, literally and figuratively and none of us would have it any other way. Furthermore, if a bull moose is within range of Mick, he will take an arrow as surely as if he was 35 yards from 

Randall. No gifts here, just cooperative hunting. 

Though I like to tease Carmen about developing her wingshooting skills off the fantail of a cruise ship with an Italian shooting coach named Fabio at her elbow, she actually has a long an muddy history in the dove, duck and deer shooting fields of Louisiana and Mississippi’s marshes, bottomlands and pineywoods. Her father was an avid sportsman and under his tutelage she graduated from bird dog to fishing companion to crack shotgun shot over a 30-year period. 

Randall wanted to hunt moose and black bear with a bow and Mick had just the perfect place in mind. Willmore Wilderness Area is a roadless 5000 km 2 Alberta Provincial park that allows trapping, hunting, and packing only in ways that are compatible with a primitive experience. It is a do-it-yourself-the-hard-way kind of hunt. It is the land of Jack O’Conner’s essays on sheep hunting the Canadian Rockies. If thoughts of hunting in the glorious national parks nestled in the Rocky Mountains have ever flickered through your head, this is the closest one can get to such an experience. While Randall and Mick called for moose, Carmen and I both carried trophy elk tags and we would canoe, hike and glass slopes early and late to try to find the elusive 6X6 bull elk. Mick also held trophy and non-trophy sheep tags in case the opportunity to go high and bear/sheep hunt with Randall emerged. We had selected our hunting days to straddle the moose and elk rutting period during the last week of September. The area had been frosting regularly and the fall colors were radiant; the rattling leaves and lemony gloaming light under tall aspens gave us that ethereal light that was the essence of autumn.

We took the 15 km gravel access road, bounced a couple of deer and grouse along the way, to lakeside where we pitched a quick camp before heading out to glass for elk and bears. After supper was over and we had settled in, all those not instantly asleep were treated to the mournful howls of wolves. The Willow Creek pack was hunting our drainage . . . not good. Wolves are legal game animals for Mick and I but, after some careful consideration, we had resolved not to shoot one for reasons of ecological function since Willmore is a recruitment area for wolves moving into the adjacent Jasper National Park wolf packs. I’m not sure how it would sit with me to take one of these animals but I knew how virtually every non-hunter would view it. A wolf might be in my sights in a more northerly setting but not here. Their potential contribution to people and wildlife in the adjacent un-hunted park was too valuable. For me hunting remains a context-specific activity, and it seems prudent to guard one’s feelings about what to aspire to kill and what to pass up. I would respect another hunter’s decision to do differently in this setting. It is possible I think too much about these things. 

Day two of our hunt saw Carmen and I glassing the valley bottom from a hillside as the sun emerged. Naomi had given me a new pair of Pentax 8 x 42 roof prism binoculars for my September birthday and they were indeed candy for the eyes. We watched a medium sized (yeah right!) moose trot his way over closer to us then bed down on a hummock. We chortled at the fate of our moose hunting archers 5 km away, and we resumed our glassing for elk. Only later did we hear that they had three bull elk tearing up the countryside around them and cows within 200 meters of them. Should we stay and hunt them or head for the moose hole in the back country up the valley? We were all anxious to get back in and the day was good for paddling so we packed our two canoes full of gear and optimism and pushed off. It was shirt-sleeve weather which boded ill for moose calling because of their intolerance of heat, but it made for delightful paddling. The elk bulls had already assembled their harems and would not likely let them go so there might be some action there. We remained bothered by the abundance of wolf sign along each shoreline and creek bank and wondered if this would affect hunting. After 4 km of paddling, some if it upstream, we found the teepee poles and quickly set up Mick’s teepee. As we brewed tea and everyone had a pee, I observed that we deserved a teapee. 

Our food was laid out with little regard for bears, remember, Randall had a bear permit and the grizzlies are in the high country this time of year. We cut fir boughs for box springs, laid out thermarests for mattresses and planned our evenings hunt. Mick and Randall would set up on a small rocky outcrop in the middle of the meadow and cow call with hopes of drawing a bull out of the willows as nightfall approached. This was the same area from which Mick had shot a fine fine bull moose several years ago. The beast had missed Boone and Crockett ranking by 1 ½ inches and had taken a couple of canoe trips to get across the lake. An impressive and beautiful picture of that hunt shows a meat-laden canoe with antlers protruding from each side. The entire animal, two men and a canoe fit into his Subaru, even though the antlers had to be stashed under the canoe on top. 

Neither our first evening nor our first morning produced any hoofed animal sighted, though there were a bewildering number of tracks and branches along our trails were festooned with moose fur. Carmen and I settled into a pattern of moving a half hour from the teepee down game trails then moving up the hillside to a good viewing area, hunkering down on soft moss in the shadows of dark timber where we could survey a broad swath of valley bottom and hillslopes. 

As we glassed we could quietly visit and unfold the various sagas of the intervening years since we last had what I call "duck blind" time to talk. Road trips are good discussion time too but not as good as there in the heart of a wilderness with no interruptions (except the possibility of an elk!) and the shocking quietness in which every nuance of expression is crystal clear. We paused to watch flocks of geese gabble their way up the valley and into oxbows below us. 

Our discussion was honest and slightly disturbing as I realized how far we had progressed in our lives. Her and Randall’s daughters in high school, events from 18 years ago, and their 1981 Christmas party when her sister, mother and father were alive, before their son – my godchild – was born. We had more recollecting to do than I realized and somehow hunting, children, autos and civilization melted away. It was a nice visit but a marker of sorts because if our foursome of hunters were to wait another 18 years to hunt these mountains, it might not happen. We constructed retrospectives of previous girlfriends/boyfriends and Carmen sketched her maturing view of their well-heeled (overly so?) crowd of Jackson, Mississippi friends. Carmen was eloquent about the odd characters involved in her, Randall’s and my past hunting trips and how they held a hard-edged honesty that she missed. The list of characters included a tobacco-chewing five year-old, a common law wife, a drunk genius judge, a few illiterate coonasses, a servile black Baptist truck driver, an ex-tennis star gun nut, a shifty eyed poaching lawyer, a odiferous swamp-running mill worker, a retarded cream-swilling fisherman, a philandering Episcopal minister, and a drug-running shrimp boat captain among others. It was telling that according to Randall, many of the characters seemed to appear in movies such as Slingblade, The Waterboy, and books like A Confederacy of Dunces or Little Altars Everywhere. Would one expect any less from a lineup with names like Webby, Israel, Snap-Weasel, Moss, Tunny, Son, Doobie and Sap Abuse? 

Carmen’s colorful childhood characters brought us some great hilarity and I could fully understand why she missed the life, seeing how even Randall is a bit unusual in a large church where he is the only one with a beard. I became slightly less flattered when I realized that Mick and I may have been sought out as hunting partners of the bizarre and eccentric ilk. 

The disquietude of Carmen’s mid-40’s against the backdrop of her financially secure existence, a loving and stable family, and all of their good health gave me some introspective concern I had not expected to come of an elk hunt. In the absence of that 6 x 6 bull though it was some grand visiting. It made me realize that I need to get Naomi afield and far far from distractions other than talking to me. 

On the same afternoon that Carmen and I unearthed a nicely palmated moose antler from the deep moss, Randall and Mick took light packs and headed uphill mid day to glass avalanche slopes for bears and sheep. Their ascent took them up old game trails and though they did not see game, they knew they were close. As a grim reminder of predators about however, they discovered a pair of snares on the riverbank, each holding the skeletal remains of wolves that had been noosed the previous winter and never recovered. Such is illegal and unethical. This prompted a quiet dissonance within all of us, especially those that had contemplated shooting a wolf then decided they were worth more alive in this particular time and place. Here we were faced with a wolf taken by a premeditated means – which is OK in a subsistence or economically justified setting – then left unused to decay into worthless bones. Poignantly, one of these wolves was a prime adult as judged from the tooth development, and (s)he was killed within 400 meters of the National Park Service’s boundary. That trapping is governmentally condoned so close to a park where millions of dollars are spent trying to develop predator-dispersal bridges across highways is a paradox in itself. We duly reported our finds, which will be easily traced to the only individual permitted to trap in the Provincial park. As an aside, most trappers stay irritated at wolves and wolverines because of the damage they do to trapped mink, otter, beaver and marten. Bears are hibernating during the trapping season so they are not a problem. 

Backpacking in grizzly country adds a new dimension to a trip even if bears are never seen. Similarly, traveling and hunting in country that permits such is very much different from traveling through a park setting. In a park, game animals respond differently to people. In Willmore, with its thriving sheep, grizzly, wolf, deer, elk, lynx, caribou, wolverine and moose populations, when an animal encounters a human there is no question as to whether that human is harmless or not. Here the roles are clear. Humans are predators in Willmore and animals do not approach looking for popcorn or bread handouts. Willmore is pristine, pretty and powerfully symbolic of what a back country hunt is all about. 

Micks teepee is a 14-foot Cree woodland design and it weighs about 25 lbs dry. It stows neatly beneath his canoe seat, breathes well, draws smoke like a vacuum cleaner and fits in to the backcountry like a glove. After snowfall it is an invisible glove. However, after our 3rd antlerless and clawless morning (barring sheds and skeletons) we decided to pack up for another hunting style. A spitting rain made the 25 lb teepee into a 75 lb teepee and both canoes were riding lower as we undertook our creek float and lake crossing. 

The morning’s rain had turned to snow and snow turned to a horizontal gale with surging whitecaps that forced us to rudder hard to keep from surfing down the face of each wave as we prudently hugged the shoreline. Mick, forever the fish biologist, wanted to point out the big fall-spawning lake trout beds at a creek entrance to the lake but now he focused on keeping his solo canoe upright. Even so, several waves broke over his teepee-weighted stern. Drenched and shivering we reached our beach and we bolted for my van to make hot tee and eat some cookies before unpacking boats and heading for hunt number two. "It would not be Willmore if it didn’t try to kill you". 

The same whitetails greeted us on our ride out with their sauntering flags lollygaging in stilted mock alarm – one wonders why they bother? Then, at the last beaver dam before the pavement, Mick pulled over and tormented a cow and calf moose with some plaintive calf calls until they both bristled up and fled. Then it was goodbye to Willmore – see you in the snow for a late sheep hunt maybe. Mick and Randall spiraled off into a deep Civil War discussion of tactics and thankfully, with my disdain for history, Carmen and I talked about our respective travails of raising children. 

Back in Edmonton late that evening we slept well while Naomi’s homemade cinnamon rolls were rising all night. Everyone slept in, undertook a clothes washing and prepped for an overnight waterfowling expedition. We drove east to Beaverhill Lake, a famous staging area for waterfowl, where we parked the cars and stood on a billiard table –flat shortgrass sward looking toward the ½ km wide perimeter of hardstem bulrush. Gadwalls teal and mallards flitted into pockets and watery alleys in the bulrush well out in front of us. 

How to hunt it? How to hunt it? . . . . Last year the canoe simply slid into the water and after a short paddle the decoys were placed and ducks were shot. This year – out come the waders and decoy sacks and one by one we disappear on a northerly course into the eight foot tall vegetation. We scouted while Mick drove back to a local grocery store to pick up the migratory bird stamp I had forgotten to get for Carmen. Thirty minutes later he returned after being distracted by watching a badger digging for a ground squirrel, but that did not explain his grin. There were 500 Canada geese sitting on the Ducks Unlimited wetland we were going to hunt tomorrow morning! Today was simply a warm up hunt. 

We positioned ourselves along an openwater shooting alley 200 m from the lakeshore. It seemed that the ducks went out of their way to strafe our runnel so we lined up in the head-high reeds like some Currier and Ives print and pass shot ducks as they streaked through. Carmen started making my little 20 gauge Citori bark a deadly dole of 3" steel like no one has ever been able shoot it before. Six ducks with the first eight shots and the gun’s 20 year jinx had been broken. There were young mallards that were easily drawn to our calling and we took turns dropping them as they decoyed. Shooting alternated with yelling at Randall to hide his black hat that looked for all the world like the wicked witch of the West. His braided garland of cattails did the camo trick ultimately but the fact that we could decoy ducks despite that hat told me that these birds had never been shot at before. A fundamental difference between Louisiana and Alberta. 

We hauled out at dark with a dozen or so birds and pulled into a nearby mott of aspens to make a quick duck camp. The clear night chilled quickly as we drank a little homemade Pinot Noir and stirred Mick’s elk stew – the best! Mick and I made leaf nests, around our thermarests and while geese and coyotes alternated calls we snuggled in for a short night’s rest. The clear sky, - 7 degrees, a wool toque and a warm bag made for great sleeping. The startled snorting of downwind whitetails awoke me to natures call around 2:00 pm then at 5:00 it was time to throw the bags in the back of Brown Betty and head for the goose pond. Carmen and Randall didn’t even get out of their bags on the van’s fold-up couch as we jostled down the access road to our new parking place. We leisurely boiled up oatmeal water and coffee and pulled on waders while we waited for the quiet flock of geese to stretch, gabble and line out for the nearby stubble fields. 

Even in Alberta this was a nice setup and we were glad to be parked there first as a way of saying "hey other hunters, this pond is taken, go elsewhere". Then, to my dismay, a black Nissan 4x4 pulled in beside us – damn! - no, wait . . . it was none other than Ronny Chand! Our goose shell benefactor, amateur gunsmith, and extra goose caller. A welcomed addition. Old timers claim it is abominable to shoot geese over water, thinking it will drive them out of the country, but we were hunting this for the third weekend in a row and goose numbers continued to increase, there was plenty of other water around, and the local birds were due to be gone shortly, replaced by snows, specks and small Canadas – lets go get ‘em! We were hauling decoys down even as Ronny wolfed his leftover cinnamon roll and struggled with waders. 

As the geese hied out, the mallards were cupping into the water with their crops distended from field feeding on wheat. Once the decoys were out and we were well hidden the ducks began a serious flurry and we began shooting – 14 mallards, gadwalls, shovelors, and teal fell before we heard the first returning goose, a single giant Canada that swung in, took steel from several guns and folded into the decoys from Ronny’s coupe de gras. Out shucked the #4s, in went the 3-inch BB magnums and we started ignoring ducks. 

In came the geese, small vees, large vees, white-fronted, giant Canadas, small Canadas, some high, some wiffling in, a couple on the water. As if in a dream of frozen appendages, nobody wanted to shoot first and break the magic of the moment. Finally, a family group of honkers at 25 yards broke the spell. They were crossing left to right, feet down, heads starting to come back, right over the decoys and in range for three of us and a quick volley dropped two of them and had a third wobbling down to the far side of the pond. I was out of position to shoot at them, so I looked up, swung on and broke down a young specklebelly I had been eyeing above us for a while. Of the 400 or so geese we educated, we managed to kill 1% of them. Possibly a fair trade for their trip south in that the group was far the wiser of the man-figures. A quick calculation of our collective bag limit showed that we would be allowed to kill 50 snow geese, 25 specklebellies, 15 Canadas, and 40 ducks. Four geese on the water, 86 more to go. A further calculation shows we did not have enough shells to accomplish that feat. 

As the morning wore on we took big geese, small geese, doubles, one more triple and slogged doglessly after cripples. We did lose three ducks that we knew were hit but no geese. Oh that my Labrador were with us, we may have lost only one that fell into cattails, across a highway on the horizon. We settled for 12 geese that morning before heading into a small town for an odd lunch of burgers, coffee and fried perogies. 

So Randall and Carmen, my southern touchstones of hunting partners over the last years boarded their airliner amid big dufflebags of down and camouflage but without crates of horns and salted hides. They did however leave a couple of amateur guides with big smiles, a lot of great memories and even more anticipation of the next trip out. No better payment could be had. Maybe a pro could have made more game for them, maybe next year one will, I don’t know. They hunted hard and shared in decisions and strategies. Their successes can be claimed as fairly as their failures and the 13 lb giant Canada that will eventually hang from their southern camp’s ceiling was a clean one-shot kill by Randall. I regret that we can’t big game guide again for a while but maybe we will just settle for a 4-day bird expedition to the prairies next year. 

Lee Foote

October 1999

