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Bulls and Bows Montana 2008

-Dan Staton / Archery Editor

A few minutes away from my home in north Idaho is some of the most superlative elk country.  Numbers of elk are outstanding when compared to other states out West, although with some of the steepest and thickest country around, seeing elk isn’t a daily occurrence.  Yes, I enjoy hunting elk in northern Idaho, but after pursuing elk in the thick brush country where binoculars stay inside their case, heading to a place like central Montana is an elk hunting delicacy!  Near my home in Idaho, a typical elk hunt will produce a handful of bugles each day and maybe spotting of hide, a flash of hair, or a glimpse of dark antlers amongst the brush.  So, when we hunted a herd of 100 head of elk the first evening with Dick Lyman Outfitters in central Montana, I knew we were in for a treat.  

My dad and I left Idaho’s archery only season with tag soup after ten hard days of DIY (do-it-yourself) bowhunting and headed our beaten spirits and worn out bodies towards Big Sky country.  The Father-Son archery elk occurs each year and we finally have our family, employers, and business partners trained that September is a magical month for us Staton boys and you’d be hard pressed to find either one of us in range of a cell phone tower.  September is completely set aside for pursuing trophy elk with stick and string.  We arrived to White Sulphar Springs, MT to hunt with Dick Lyman and his team of veteran guides.  We barely had enough time to unpack our bags as we were greeted by none other than Dick Lyman and our guide Shane Moran.  Central Montana holds tremendous numbers of big game that weren’t going to wait for us to settle in.  Dick informed us that we had five minutes to get dressed for the first evening hunt.  Dad shot his bow in the driveway of the farmhouse, drove a few tacks into his Morrell broadhead target, and we jumped in the truck with Shane and headed out.  We parked the truck at a gate alongside a large pivot that attracted mule deer, elk, and antelope from many miles.  The valley was home to ranchers, cattle, and large clusters of elk herds.  We set up along a travel route between the elk’s bedding areas which was a timbered section off a large butte.  That first afternoon had us hunkered down among the sagebrush in a deep fold that fed its way into a larger coulee.  I was going to be behind the camera for the first few days and toting 20 lbs of camera gear is not the easiest thing to conceal among Montana’s red soil, purples sage, and green grasses.  As we melted into the cover, a large elk highway paved its way across the flats.  Once the sun hid behind the Belt Mountains of the western sky, elk armies began pouring out of the north facing bedding area.  As we lay hunkered down the lead cow appeared at the top of the coulee, she cautiously worked her way along the game trail and slipped by us without scolding.  It’s always amazed me how much of a head start the lead cow can often have on the rest of the herd, and this evening wasn’t any different as the light began to fade across the western skies, the rest of the herd made its way into the large valley.  We glassed the herd bull which was a 330 class bull and the show proceeded until the sun set.  We were serenaded by stiffening bugles and amazed as the herd bull kept his harem moving swiftly towards the pivot.  The herd remained just out of bow range and we videoed the picturesque moment…not bad for day one.

Dinner was a warm meal, then off to a cozy cabin for a well-deserved night of rest.  Dad and I had all our gear set out so there would no delay in the morning.  When hunting with camera it is very important to take advantage of morning hunts as lighting is usually the best right after sunrise and you do not have fading light of the evening to contend with making your opportunities much more advantageous.  The first morning we headed to the other part of the ranch that was much more mountainous where we pulled up at the gate in time to watch two herds break off from their feeding area and head to bed.  I immediately scolded our guide Shane for not having us in the woods before light, but I quickly learned that these herds needed TLC and there was a better method.  Conversely, we spent the morning flanking both herds to their bedding areas towards the top of the mountain and both bulls screamed relentlessly until 10:00 am.  For a bowhunter, it’s a matter of slipping in and out of the moving herd and with the morning thermals still moving the wind down the mountain, it greatly increases your chances of not be winded by the herd.  As the dueling herd bulls roared at each other, Shane sent a few cow chirps here and there, and dad and I laid low in the dark timber.  I noticed with such incredible elk numbers, the game is not really locating, but waiting for the right opportunity to strike.  Dick Lyman Outfitters operates on free-range ranches with no fences, but it’s critical not to bump the elk onto public land, so all efforts are extremely strategic and the wind is the primary concern.  We definitely avoided detection, but satellite bulls skewered the area looking for a cow to sneak off with as the herd bulls kept a watchful eye for such intrusion.  We actually found this to be the most useful technique and we probably had the majority of encounters take place in the morning following this game plan.  That morning left us with a handful of bulls on camera, but none of the herd bulls left their cows long enough for us to work into range.  The first morning was over with and we all found a warm sunny spot on the hillside for a midday bear nap.  

The country was so much more open then north Idaho and we found ourselves pouring over bulls with our optics for much of the week.  This was truly an amazing experience even for avid elk hunters like my dad and I. Working for Sportsman’s News enables me to video quite a few hunts every year and experience some amazing hunting throughout the United States, but this elk hunt definitely ranks as one of my favorites.  We were after quality elk and we captured some immense elk footage for the upcoming Sportsman’s News DVD.  One of the perks of videography as it pertains to our production, is that you can often times bring along a hunting partner.  This time, it would be my number one companion in the woods, my dear old dad who plagued me with a severe passion for the outdoors at the tender age of five.  I remember walking in his footsteps when I was five on weekend grouse hunts, and then the magical day arrived when I was ten when I passed my hunter safety test.  Since then, its been like Mossy Oak’s tagline, “It’s not a passion, it’s an obsession.”

The week wore on with unseasonably warm weather for early October, that didn’t stop my dad as we had encounters with bugling bulls every morning and evening out.  On the fourth day of the seven day hunt we witnessed a first, over 200 head of elk came out of the not infamous, but now famous pivot and we had front row tickets to herd bulls squaring off.  The bulls hooked up and pushed back and forth for what seemed like five minutes of tireless action.  The big bulls seemed to come to a stalemate before unhooking and moving onto their respective harems.  Wow!  This was a tremendous privilege to watch and it made for one of the weeks largest highlights, and this was a show that would probably would have gone without witness had we been hunting back home in Idaho mountains.  The next day had both my dad and I with bows in hand as a second guide Jon Hagen showed up to camp ready to tackle the duties of filming the hunt for the show.  With Jon behind the camera and Shane leading us up the mountain, we took off towards a very memorable morning.  We pulled the normal morning routine by entering a vast grove where we caught a large herd slowly heading to their beds and completely oblivious to our presence.  My dad and I flanked together and glassed the herd bulls from afar.  Guide Shane was able to put one of the 6x6 satellites to bed that morning as we hunkered tight to the dark timber.  Dad stayed with the herd and the cameraman and I tip-toed to the unaware satellite bull’s bedroom and I readied for a close shot.  How the bull didn’t catch both of our movement was astonishing, but nevertheless it allowed for me to come to full draw and sneak an arrow through a very narrow shooting lane in the dark timber, John was over my shoulder with the camera for the whole sequence.  Whack!  The bull bolted down the ridge probably puzzled as to what the heck had just happened.  The rest of the crew rallied over to the site of the shot.  We shortly found my arrow, good blood, and bit of a tracking job.  It took one more arrow to dispatch the bull, and after two hours of hunting, I was tagged out and ready to get behind the camera once again.  We broke the bull down and headed back to camp to recruit an army of men to aid with packing duties.  Bowhunting elk is truly a labor of love and could not imagine life without bugling bulls in the fall!

Day six had my dad and guide John storming up a steep butte.  The scouting reports called for a decent sized herd that ranged the backside of the butte as a bedding area.  The herd was notorious for traveling five miles round trip from the butte to a distant grain field which had them crossing the nearby highway both ways.  This was our first time tackling this butte and we were relying on our intelligence from camp to put us on this herd.  The sky broke just as we crested “Horse Butte,” we caught our air and scanned for sign, listened for bugles, and readied with high anticipation.  The only cover on top of this butte was a patch of pines that were only a few years old, however, when we heard the drone of the herd bull’s bellow, we quickly found refuge amongst the new growth pine and set-up for what would be another Montana elk demonstration!  The cautious lead cow paved the way for the rest of the herd as she cleared our position by 80 yards.  By now the sun had just begun to gleam at our backs making the elk appear golden brown and yellow as they traversed the butte one by one.  About 24 cows and calves made way as we watched the first herd bull sift through cows scent checking along the way.  The bull displayed beautiful main beams with a little bit of crowding on his fourths, fifths, and sixths making him around 340 inches, but also about 40 yards out of range.  After the first wave of elk poured out, a second bull appeared and he romantically escorted his ladies along the same path.  I noticed this bull was definitely coming closer to our position and when I caught my dad ranging the bull in the corner of my eye, I knew the moment of truth would be upon us momentarily.  The bull cruised by at 40 yards with a steady gait, then out of nowhere he wheeled his head back and his nose caught the scent of something he wanted and like nothing else I’ve ever seen, the bull pulled a 180 degree turn without missing a stride and headed back through our shooting window.  Dad’s limbs on his bow flexed as he came to full draw, the bull caught the movement and slammed his breaks leaving him completely broadside.  The arrow slammed into the bulls ribs and he made for the backside of the butte, he only got about 20 yards from where the shot hit and fell over like a ton of bricks.  That was the fastest expiration of any arrowed animal I’ve ever seen, Dad looked like a ghost as he stood in disbelief, only 60 yards away was a 300 class bull.  Hugs and high fives were passed around, our cohort was elated and we had come to Montana sort of beat up from the last hunt, who knew we’d be leaving Montana with regenerated spirits and truck full of bone and elk meat!

Dick Lyman Outfitters is top notch, they are a second generation operation and the attention to detail coupled with their trophy management makes for some of the best elk hunting I’ve ever experienced.  Their operation is a short hour drive from Bozeman, MT and the numbers of big game animals makes you feel like your in the days of the old West.  Make sure to check out their website as you can see for yourself, elk hunting the rut with your bowrig could not get any better.

*www.huntfishmontana.com

**Sportsman’s News Television DVD, show will appear in June, 2009.

