AMERICAN BEAR
Our plane landed in Rapid City on the morning of May 26th from a trip to Michigan with Connie and my brother, Chris & his wife Kathy.  We had only been gone a few days, but had a great time and caught our limit of Salmon on Lake Michigan.  

When I arrived at my office, my assistant handed me a pile of messages.  One message in particular caught my attention……………. Steve Ringaard, from Simon Contractors.  The message was “ The bear are hitting the bait!”.  He planned to take me on a bear hunt as a generous perk for being a good customer with his company.  Needless to say, I promptly returned his call.  The conversation was brief.  We would meet at 6:00 the next morning to leave on the hunt.  I was tired and still recovering from jet-lag, but when the bear calls, you must answer!  I had killed several bear in Canada with rifle and bow, but this would be my first American bear.
Morning came all too soon.  I dragged myself out of bed and met Steve (about ten minutes late by my clock).  In short order my gear was in his pickup and we were on our way to the Bighorn Mountains of Wyoming.  Our destination was Dayton, where we would meet our guide and outfitter, Al Martin, of Beaver Trap Outfitters.  Al is a longtime friend of Steve, so our arrival was a warm reunion.  Our trip seemed short and we arrived in Dayton in good time.

We were greeted by Al and his big black lab, Max at Al’s log home, which serves as his headquarters, home and lodge. Max shares the lodge with Al and numerous other friends and clients.  Al is an outgoing, friendly bachelor who works hard and plays hard.  I felt immediately at home.  Al is a good host, and his home is filled with a lifetime of trophies from many years of successful hunting.  Over the last couple of years, Al’s clients have taken several of the largest Moose ever taken in the state.  Pictures and stories of those hunts are a nice addition to his large collection.

It isn’t long until we are on our way up the mountain to check baits.  Upper Camp Bait is our first, and it has not been hit.  A big black bear has been hitting this bait.  Not today!  On to Lower Dry Fork which is “dry” today; no bears.  Next we checked Skull bait.  This bait has already produced two bear this season, and would have given three if the hunter had shot straight!  Not today.  No bears.  We have, however seen lots of deer, elk and moose.  Our last option was South Fork, high above the South Fork of the Little Tongue River.  It would be a long walk in to this bait, so we stopped for a nice lunch at Bear Lodge.  

At 2:30 we headed back to camp to get hip waders so we could cross the river and check the bait at South Fork.  Anticipating the long hike, I reduced the weight in my backpack by 50%.  The relatively short distance in to the other baits had convinced me that I needed to make this as easy on myself as possible.  Back in the pickup and up the mountain again, we began our hike into the bait.  This proved to be a LONG walk.  I am convinced it took us two to three hours to get to the bait, even though Al said he could walk in and out in an hour and a half.  Note: Al walks with the speed and agility of a running jackrabbit!  After wading the river we attacked a very steep hill in the first stretch of the climb.  By the time I reached the top I had concluded the only way I would live through this experience is if I went at my own speed.  Keeping up with Al would kill me.  I mean that literally!  Al would hike ahead, and then patiently wait for us to catch up.  The only comfort in my decision to go at my own pace was that Steve had reached the same conclusion.  As we made the trip it was impossible not to be taken with the beauty of this big country we were in.  

FINALLY, we arrived at the site from which we would watch this bait.  The bait barrel had been moved, but there was bait still visible at the bait site.  We settled in to watch the bait until dark.  Across the canyon at about 800 yards elk and deer were grazing contentedly.  As we waited and watched several mule deer bucks and doe walked in front of us at about 70 yards, unaware of our presence.  While we continued to wait, Al occasionally made comments (which I will not print here) about Steve’s expulsion of gas.  Al was seated downwind from Steve……. Obviously not quite far enough!  As darkness approached with no sign of bear, we began our long trip back to the pickup.  4 wheelers and other motorized vehicles are not allowed off of certain roads and trails.  Al, admirably, is intent on hunting by the book.  There is an abundance of wildlife in these mountains.  We were observed by numerous deer and a herd of about one hundred elk as we worked our way back down the mountain.  I say “down” the mountain figuratively speaking.  I am sure it was uphill both ways!  Our first day proved to be a “Mark Ellis” day.  No bear.  Mark Ellis, for any of you who may not know, is a nephew who sits for many days and waits until the last possible moment to see a bear.  By 10:00 we were back at the truck.  Marinated elk steak was waiting for dinner back at camp at 11:00.  We were joined at camp this night by Ross Adney, Al’s assistant, and John Coleman, a retired heavy equipment operator from Wisconsin who spends several weeks each year hunting, fishing and shed hunting with Al.

We slept well.  Our second day began around 8:00 a.m.  After morning coffee and a light breakfast we were off by 9:30 to check baits.  If no baits were hit today, we would slope hunt; possibly go to Riley Point.  Riley Point could be described as the hike from hell.  Steve said, “I already know I don’t want to go there”.   My sentiments, exactly!  Al has “cleaned up” (showered and shaved) for pictures tonight, a sign of hopeful optimism that we would have something to take pictures of!  As we traveled between baits there are a lot of colorful stories about days of old between Steve and Al.  In his twenty-some years of outfitting, Al has killed 101 bears.  We all hope mine will be number 102.  When I asked Al what he thinks the bear population in the area is, he responds by saying “More than the Game and Fish thinks there is!”  Enough said. 
On our way up the mountain to the baits we spotted what we thought were a couple of coyotes on the slope above the Little Tongue River.  It looked as though they had killed a deer.  When we got the binoculars on them we discovered that it was not one, but two mountain lions on a fresh deer kill.  We had happened on to the scene moments after the two had killed a mule deer buck.  One of the lions left the kill and disappeared back in to the timber.  The other began to drag the deer to a better spot to stash it for later consumption.  We watched for ten minutes as this lion worked to get the deer where it wanted to leave it.  Then, it too, disappeared into the timber.  Ross had been videoing the event and I had taken numerous pictures.  Even at 800 yards, this was an incredible photo opportunity!  As we drove on Al exclaimed “ you can take every 8 foot bear and stick it up your ass, compared to what you just saw”.  I guess that meant he was really excited too!  We had just had a once in a lifetime experience.  What a way to start the day.
We continued to on our way to check the baits.  Along the way we saw numerous mule deer and a young cow moose.  No hit on Dry fork today!  Upper camp bait proved to be a no-show as well.  By 12:30 we were checking Skull Bait.  It had been hit hard!  We will be at Skull Bait tonight!  

Ross had packed a lunch for us with all the makings for sandwiches……. except the bread.  We decide to have lunch again at the Bear Lodge.  After lunch we spent half an hour looking for arrowheads.  No luck.  By 3:00 we were back on the road to Skull Bait.  The weather is perfect, in the mid 50’s.  Great weather for a nap, according to our guide!  I would personally rather take my nap (if I took one) at the bait, but Al insisted there was no point in going to the bait until 6:00.  I waited.  My three companions, Al Steve and Ross took a nap.  While they napped I watched deer grazing through the openings in the timber 250 yards above us.  After the nap and a short wrestling match between Steve and Al, we began our assent to Skull Bait at about 5:00.  Unlike our trip last night to South Fork, this evening would be a much kinder, gentler trip.  That pleased both Steve and me.  At the bait, a brisk wind put a chill in the air.  We all settled in for the evening watch.
Within minutes of our arrival we heard a large branch break in the timber.  There is a bear out there!  Or so we thought!  Minutes turned in to hours.  No bear.  As the hours pass, hope dwindles.  Hope further dwindles when two motorcycles begin working their way up the hill on the trail leading to our position above the bait.  As they arrived near the top, Al rose up and walked over to “greet” them.  They left.  For the most part, bear are not disturbed by the noise of a 4- wheeler or motorcycle, since they hear them frequently.  Sometimes, it is even like a dinner bell proclaiming “the bait has arrived”.  We can only hope that it doesn’t spook everything off tonight.  The sun begins to set, casting black shadows in places where shadows weren’t before.  The watch continues as the shadows grow.  With very cautious and deliberate movement, a dark shadow stuck it’s nose out from behind a bush.  This shadow is a bear!  One step……. Then wait, listen and watch.  This is not a stupid bear.  I began looking for a shot opportunity from my perch 100 yards above the bait.  As I waited, I evaluated the size of the bear.  Small head… large body…. looks really fat and, well…. BIG!  I continued to watch in my scope; cross hairs on the bear, waiting for a shot.  Al threw a twig at my head (which was covered with a warm fuzzy cap…. ear flaps down snuggly over my ears).  He obviously wanted to alert me to the fact that a bear is coming.  No need for that.  I am already on him.  I simply nodded my head to acknowledge his message.  I continued to look for the right shot as the bear slowly eased his way toward the bait.  Still no good shot opportunity.  The bear turns and walks directly away from us, past the bait.  My heart is pumping faster and faster as I wait for the shot.  I hope he does not just continue to walk away without any opportunity.  Then he stops for a moment and turned back toward the bait…………. Broadside!  BOOM!  As my gunfire exploded in the silent evening the bear jumped and I heard Al shout “HE SHOT HIM”, in a tone that seemed to say “I can’t believe he shot him”.  I didn’t dwell on that thought long, however, as the bear dropped a few yards from where he was shot.  Al shouted “Put another one in him”!  No need.  The bear wasn’t going anywhere.

WHAT I DIDN’T KNOW……… was that when Al threw the twig he was trying to get my attention and whispering “He is not a very big one”.  With my ear flaps down, I didn’t hear a thing he said, and he assumed the nodding of my head meant I understood and was going to pass on this bear.  I had not, and did not.  No wonder he was surprised when my rifle resounded in the evening air!  He later said my shot scared him half to death!  Al was noticeably concerned that I might be surprised with the ground shrinkage.  As we approached the bear I could see that this was not the largest bear I had ever taken.  Nonetheless, his pelt was exceptional and I was delighted with the hunt as well as the bear.  When Al saw that I wasn’t disappointed he was noticeably relieved.  He would have rather worked hard to get me a bigger bear, but he was happy that I was happy.  This bear was something less that six foot…..maybe a foot or more less!....   so much for my ability to size up a bear.  None of that mattered to me.  The whole experience was incredible and the bear was in absolutely prime condition.  

We got everything back to the pickup and loaded up for our trip back to camp, but first, a stop at the Bighorn Mountain Lodge for some celebratory ale.  I had a couple of O’Doole’s, while the rest of the hunting party celebrated with more “traditional” beverages.  It was obvious that there were many patrons who had been celebrating for some time before we got there.  As we were leaving the tavern, one of the more “celebrated” patrons approached the driver’s side window of Al’s pickup for conversation.  His conversation was a series of insults about our hunting prowess, with such terms as “baby killers”.  In fairness, my bear is not the kind that gives an outfitter bragging rights, but it wasn’t THAT bad!  At this point, Al responded in a very colorful discourse about what this patron could do to himself, not to mention what Al may do to him.  With much urging from Steve, Al reluctantly left without remodeling the patron’s anatomy.  This was a very good thing for the patron!  We wound our way back down the mountain to an 11:00 meal of brats and beans.  It was good to be back in camp and I was ready for bed.  Not Al.  He wants to go to the local watering hole for some more celebrating.  I declined the offer, but the rest of the camp rose to the occasion.  It has been a great day.  We saw more elk, deer and moose even as we were driving away from Skull Bait with my bear.  

The next morning I was up at 7:00, trying to be quiet, since the camp may not be appreciative of a “happy hunter “, banging around in the kitchen.  Soon Ross was up, assuring me that the rest of the camp needed to be awakened as well.  As he proceeded to wake them I hear words I am not sure I have heard before.  Soon everyone is up moving around camp.
I am delighted with my first American bear.  The weather was perfect, the companionship enjoyable and the hunt successful!  That is a hard combination to beat!      
