The Packing

For horseback hunters,
packing out game can be
& test of horsemanship,
strength and nerves,

& veteran Montana
outfitter offers advice

for getting the job

done safely,
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5 hasjust crested @ mountain
ridgeling, it ravs citting
through the cold sutemn
air You crouch in & smnd of aspen, rifle
in hand, watching a hull elk graze in an
alpine meadow 200 vards awiy, You've
been up since 4 a.m, preparing for this
moment, to sav nothing of the weeks
spent conditioning vour stock, gath-
ering supplies and setting up camp in
the ‘backeountry, I3 hunting scasom,
and all thar effoct commes down to the
siqueeze of the triger,

This scenario is familiar to Warren
Johmson, owner and operator of Hell's A-
Boarin' Outfitters in Gardiner, Montana.
His 30 yedrs of professional hunting and
horse-packing expericnce have taught
him that making the kill ts the easy part.
It"s packing out the game that tests vour
hors=manship and packing skilts. In prep-
aration for this pear’s hunting seasomn, we
asked Johnson for insights on the art of
packing out big game.

I'he “Hall Mathod

fohnson outfits dowens of hunts each yer,
and favors the “half method,”a technigue
pionecred by his father, whe outfitted in

Montana in the 19530k,
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A hurter leads two pack mulss foaded with the spails of & $ieccessful hunt, Making the kill is just the Beginning of the work; geiting
the game back to camg & the real chaBenge,

“He'wsed to cut his game inte quarers,
like everyane ebse, bist he figured there
had 1o be an éasier wav? Johmson SAVE,
“He experimented and came up with the
“half method. a technique that rexjuires
minimal handling of the meat before it's
veibdly to be losded on g pack animal,

"l Balvie s sanimad, begin by removing
the: head and antlers,” fohnson explain
“Then; split the bedy length-wise down
the backbone to create two halves”

Packing hialves reuires loss feld work
ba prepare the meat {anly twis sections.
versg four), the pack foads are sasier to
bularce, anid the halves ride miore sescLirely
on the trail,

Lifting 250 pounds of mear onto s fidg-
eting pack animal is no small task, and
is furtiver complicated by the fact thar
gaane animal sshoulder s hervier than fte
hind end, Consequenthy, keepinga bali-
lesad bitlaniced vequires a trick or two,

First, hobble the pack animal and tie
its lead rope 1o u tree: Mexr, dra pe the
game-half scross the pack saddle so the

Abways dressed (n nmiees orange, packers must think of safety first. When packing
gama, this moans balancing & load to aveid serng & pack animal, or worse, causing it Dind-end hangs lower than the shoulder
to buck & load off on the trall, Qe the meal so the legs point toward
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the rear of the pack. creating a stream-
lined load that should travel smoothly
through brush and srigs.

“Lay the meatwith the hide-side down
w*h’ﬁaﬂdk.'hzwh*lhﬁ:mun ofthe
iy against the horse will heep the load
from stiding and shifting on the trail. Be
sure; though, that the bones don't poke.
ot el mepaqt_mimlﬂmm.ﬂmll
sote - horse, of worse; causse it to-buck
e the teail,”

Tohnson is of the Decker saddle school,
In Wmm&m
ek s and horses hﬂ.‘ﬂunﬂ}mﬂy‘
of hunters, however, apt for the berer-
known swhbuck pack saddle. Whichaver
I vsed, Jobmnsan is adamant abiout the
imipartamce of trtn;_dnwn A load,

“The higgest wrecks I've seen on the
tratl were bevause someons jus! hung
game meat in soft-sided panniers and
didn't bisther tyfng their: davwn. he sdys.
*If 4 horse begins to buck, there'l] be a
terrible wreck: Decker sadadles wse sling
ropes for tying meat down, For packing
sawhuck-style, & packer should use = lash

elnch and tie down with a bos hinch.”
(Leirn how to do this on the Web at
mmmm,]

Gut Reaction

“A horse's natural {nstinet is iumpde
at the smell of blood.” lehnson witis.
“Packing game meat gocagatnst a hioese’s
nature, and you have to sdmire an animal
that will do that for you”

Before traveling into the backeountry,
fahinson puts his pack stock through a
training regimen that includes con-

quering the fear of blood, desensitizing
the Jegs and body, and familiarizing stock
with packing gear.

L prepmahnmﬁnrmulrh}'tyhgm
‘edl hide to ity pacl ssddle inthe confines
of & corral,” he-explains, “This allows 2
prack aniimal to get used to the smell of
tigod and the ides of huving game meat
on ity back

Jahnson will wlsa dals a lindeblood on
s fingersand present it for the horse o
smell. For on-the-trail fraining. he rec-
ommends focating o rookie horse down-

wind in the pack string from & veteran
thatisearrying gume meat. The constant
smeell o bbood as theywall down the trail,
combined with the calming effect of the
weteran horse; will help to acclimatize
the youngster.

*Packing game invalves a lot of rope
throwing: 5o | also désensitize a pack
anitmal to the feel of rope,” he says, “First,
I tie up a foot 1o teach @ horse or mule
tor stamdd still, Then, T tie o 1 5+foat length
of Tope toits foot aid fet the animal
drug it arcund the corral. As the rope
gets dragged and stepped on by other
horses; the horse or mule learns to sty
calm and not to pansc”

Canvastarps, or ‘manties” can be par-
ticatarlyspooky pieces of equipment for
horses and mules. Johnson throws blan-
kets and tarps eround his stock, using
“sacking out” training principles to get
therm accustomed 1o the feel and sound
of carvas,

The final consideration when preparing
stock for hunting sesson is an animal’s
phosical conditiomming. Che bl el will




create twi doeds that weigh 250 pounds
each—i betty birden for pack siock, Add
the fact that 3 pack string could travel
10 tor 20 fwiles to pack-out.a load, and
s critical that horses and mules bein
aptimal shape

Iohnson gets his stack in shape for
humtizeg sesssom byassingg thearm on semimes
pack trips, which builds their strenpth
andataimima. Funters can get theirown
siack rendy for fall by taking them on
day-Tong dr overnight pack tnps

Every hunter dreams of & trophy mount to
b above the fireplace. The quality of 4
trogrlny; howeever, depends on the packers

ability topet the head and antlers oot af

the Backcomntrvin good condition,
lahnson recommends a hunier "cape
out™ a tropiy bull in the feld, This eniatls
remong the head from the body, leaving
i darge soction of hide from around the
shioulders still artached, A taxidermis
uses this “cape’” of extra material for

making a trophy mount,

"Lay the cape and head on li3p of a
pack, with the meat-side down against the
Toad,” Tohnson davs, “This orotects them
from getting blood ond meaat saing”

Antlees’ shapes and paints make
them difficul to load on a pack ohimal.
Fohmson has swo techniques o sifiely pack
an anther rck of any I\uJ!l.I|'l|! Al size.

S setof antlers i wide erough Lo
span a pack horse’s body, hang them
from thé top of the load witl the Hnes
pointing foward thie rear,” he'savs“ Fo
smuitller racks, cut a three-foe ||:ng||.'| of
tree branch o5 4 support on top of the
Inad, Set the antlers.on top of the branch
with (e limes pointing up, and tie down
thie baad”

T'rall Baneimns

The jobvof packing cul game is not com

plete ontil the pack string 15 safely back
in camp. Unfortunetely: it s the natupe
of big mame hunting thata kill i rarely
made i convenient lpcation.

"Take the quickestand safust roie
when leading a pack string,” Tohnson ays.
"A It of times, a prck string must go.over
deadfall and betwien nurrow trees. When
yet enconnter an obstacle give the pagk

Equines are known for their blood-phobia, Contro

a “

your sinck’s reaction by dismounting

a short distance fram the kil site, then feading them on foal,

wnimals time to manever so they won't
stumbke or weap their lead ropes around
i tree trunk. Give a seasoned pack animal
tirne b think on the trail and 0wl get
you throngh anything,”

 pack string is safest whien it s witlking
down the trail: slopping along the way
increases the chances of a wracl,

“The best thing vou can do I3 o gel
them from point A fo point B guickly,”
Fohinsan advises, “and get the pack loads
off as soom ay possible”

Akl site deep n the beckeounto might
be a div's Hie from camp, a0 Jobinson car-
rics innch with him on the tral, With o
sandivich tucked in the saddlebag he cats
on e g rather than making s dangerous
pit stopc A pesponsible picker siorificess his
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nwn canifior to ensure his stock s safety,

“Whieni beading o string offtrail, switch
back aceoss steep tereaim,” [ohnsamadids.
“Lewen to e the land’s natural contous
tey miakie the route easier for pack stock,
and keepa constant warch on voor load.
Avording & jnm will make things ensier
tor evervthing involved: you, the stock
and yur pack load.” W

el chraw
rckeitT ) expet-
ehces in fux Blog “Rowee 287, whicl am
b fornd ar wasternhorseman.com. T
degrst mpore abolit Hells A-Boarin® Che-
fitters, visiy helisaroarinoutfittors.com.
Semiel commends s this story fo

f,ll.l.'rrlﬂl.lnharx writer Ry
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