Ibex Carl
October 2, 2015 New Mexico
“Never underestimate my Jesus; you’re telling me that there’s no hope – I’m
telling you you’re wrong!” Relient K (the band; and yes, they spell it that way)

With a heavy heart I aimed my trusty Tacoma south: 275,000 miles on the odometer
and still trucking. I should have been wildly excited in anticipation of my archery ibex
hunt, but instead I had an ache in my stomach. As the miles rolled past I reflected
on events during the past months.
In the forefront, Laurie’s dad Francis was losing his battle to pancreatic cancer,
which had been diagnosed as stage 4 in the early spring. In recent weeks his health
had deteriorated rapidly and our small family was in pain. Everything we planned or
scheduled for the bulk of the year had revolved around consideration of his health.
On another front, Robin had started Middle School and the increased homework
load was crushing us. Between juggling work and Robin, Laurie was already
overloaded; the additional stress brought on by her dad’s condition meant that each
day I was away from home only added to her burden. Instead of devoting a week or
even two toward this coveted tag, I was trying to figure out how to squeeze in even a
few days. My accrued vacation was at rock bottom, but we had agreed that I would
break loose to hunt the first two days of season. Then I would return home for the
weekend to support Robin in her two-day swimming meet, encourage her to finish a
major school project, and free up time for Laurie to attend to her dad. The plan was
after this first assault, we’d play the rest of the season by ear. Acutely aware of the
difficultly of this hunt, I didn’t hold much hope of capitalizing in only a couple of days,
but trying was better than nothing. At least that had seemed to be the case before
starting the 4-hour drive that lay ahead.
My hunting season had begun in early September when Jason and I pursued elk in
a unit we had never before hunted, which consisted mainly of poor elk habitat. We
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expected it to be tough, but managed to dial in a few elk on the afternoon before
season opened.
We split up, planning to divide and conquer on our first day. Jason had a close call
with a small group of cows, calves, and spikes, while my only entertainment was a
badger shuffling through a patch of sunflowers.
On day two I covered ground to glass from vantage points. By midday I was dog
tired and laid down for a siesta. An hour later I was interrupted by a thunderstorm
brewing and was forced to don raingear and hunker down. After it let up, I resumed
glassing and picked out a spike bull and a cow feeding. Later I spotted a lone cow.
I continued to travel under overcast skies as the wind increased. An hour before
sunset I spotted a small herd of elk that included a really good bull and a couple of
5x5s, plus cows, calves and spikes. They were a mile and half distant and I thought
they were headed to the waterhole where I had seen the badger, but as I closed the
distance, they veered away from it, so I altered course. It was a race against time as
the sun descended towards the horizon, and the odds were stacked against me.
The wind was strong and constant, which helped control scent, provided background
noise, and shook the bushes - all of which made stalking easier. However, when I
finally arrived at the last place I had seen the herd, they were nowhere to be found. I
crept forward, balancing between moving slowly enough to spot them before they
spotted me, and fast enough to avoid running out of shooting light. I didn’t have
much hope of relocating the herd with so little time.
Suddenly I spotted a cow feeding! Her head was out of sight and I was able to gain
a few more yards before kneeling in front of a bush and checking the distance – 45
yards. Others filtered into view and before long a handful of cows milled around
within 30-yards. A bull bugled just out of sight, and another answered from beyond
him. Antlers emerged from the brush and a fine 5x5 pushed into the group of cows
and began to harass them. I enjoyed the show, waiting patiently for several minutes
until he offered a quartering away shot that was clear of the cows. At my shot he
rocketed through scattered pinon-juniper. My lighted nock in his side confirmed a
fatal hit, but given the distance he covered in a matter of seconds I realized that
finding him might take some effort.
I took note of a distinctive bush he passed just before disappearing from view. By
the time I retrieved my backpack and reached the landmark, visibility was only a few
yards and I had to break out my headlamp. It seemed hopeless to find blood or hoof
prints in the tall, lush grass, so I decided to swing toward camp to enlist Jason’s
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help. I wondered if my eyes were playing tricks on me when an eerie green light
appeared in the distance, but my binoculars confirmed it was my lighted nock –
thank God the arrow had stayed in the bull!

Photo taken when I was still happy…keep reading
I switched gears and snapped photos, and then shouldered a load of backstraps and
neck meat before continuing on to meet Jason.
We returned and broke down the bull into deboned bags of meat and spent the
entire night hauling loads to the truck. We finally collapsed in our tents at 5:30 am
with the meat safely on ice after twenty-five hours without sleep!
All too soon, we dragged ourselves out of our tents and stumbled to a nearby
waterhole to catnap in hopes that Jason might get a crack at a bull. However,
shortly after noon the monsoons returned and we had to break out raingear and
huddle under a tree until it late in the afternoon when it slacked enough to venture
out. We gave it our best, but didn’t see or hear any elk. We trudged into camp well
after dark; damp and tired.
That’s when everything went woefully south. We were confronted by a Game & Fish
officer, who proceeded to grill us about the elk in camp. I discovered that I had
inadvertently left my license in my backpack instead of with the meat, and although I
had notched it, I had forgotten to fill in the date and time of the kill. I was mortified
and despite it being a simple mistake brought on by lack of sleep, the officer was all
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business and without sympathy.
I was ticketed and the antlers and meat
confiscated. Throughout the remainder of this story my elk fiasco weighed heavily
on me. I didn’t know whether the meat or antlers would be returned and what any
other consequences might be. (Note: subsequent to this story, after consulting with
a lawyer, I declined to throw a bunch of money into what would likely be a losing
battle. I eventually pled out, paid a fine, and was assessed points against my
license. The meat and antlers were not returned.)
Soon after my elk predicament I was to head to Alaska to hunt Dall sheep with my
sister and dad. The condition of Laurie’s father had worsened and that, coupled with
my elk woes, made me consider skipping the journey to support Laurie. As my
departure date drew near, we ultimately decided that spending time with my family
was also important and that Laurie could hold down the fort while I was away. Have
I mentioned that I married a wonderful lady?!
Ordinarily the adventure might be worthy of a story by itself, but seeing as how this
is supposed to be about ibex, I’ll keep it “brief.”

Alaska views are different than New Mexico
The past few visits to Alaska I’ve been blessed with unseasonably nice weather “The best week we’ve had all summer.” This year that didn’t happen. The weather
was cool and rainy and winter loomed.
The unit I had drawn was mainly accessible by hiking, so thankfully we weren’t
dependent on flying weather. In other words, we were could suck it up and begin in
drizzling rain, rather than waiting for good weather. As a non-resident I was required
to be accompanied either by a registered guide ($$$) or by blood kin. My sister had
volunteered to hit the hills, so we geared up to paddle a canoe down a lake and then
hike up. Alaska’s “liquid sunshine” had let up a little, so we began our adventure
early on my second day in the Great Land.
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Away we go!
It was nearly bedtime by the time we paddled until our arms were tired and then
climbed until our legs were tired. Thank God the drizzle let up briefly while we raised
our tent and arranged our gear. The temperature fell overnight and by morning the
snow line had dropped closer and the raindrops on the tent were frozen. On the
bright side, no pun intended, the weather had broken and it was beautiful!

Chilly morning, but fantastic views
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Wild Alaskan blueberries are tough to beat - and we consumed our fair share.
It was a treat to be immersed in God’s creation. From the grandeur of the Chugach
Mountain Range to the intricate design of the tundra flowers, God’s handiwork was
evident. On our first day we spotted only a handful of sheep; all too distant for any
real attempt. Despite the good weather, the ground remained wet and we never
took off our rain pants. It was chilly enough that we wore most of our Sitka layers,
even during the exertion of traversing the steep terrain.

Fall colors were stunning
Although we are usually separated by 4,000 miles and each busy with our families,
my sister and I remain close. Despite the lack of rams behind every rock, it was a
real treat to spend time together.
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Glassing

The array of colors was amazing
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Ptarmigan molting summer camouflage into winter white
In hindsight I should have arrowed a ptarmigan for stew, but at the time I didn’t want
to risk wasting an arrow slated for sheep.

“Vast” doesn’t begin to describe it
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Pretty tough to approach this ram bedded on a steep rocky spine

How’s this for museum-quality habitat for a life-size Dall sheep display?
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Solid ram
We glassed one good ram in our vicinity, but he was in really rugged terrain. After
studying him for some time, we realized he had a wound on his rear ham (opposite
from photo above) and Jill glimpsed another hunter far below him, so we decided to
look for others rather than potentially interfere with another hunter’s quarry. Jill
wasn’t too upset that we didn’t attempt to negotiate the potentially treacherous rock.

Wounded ram described above was somewhere on this rugged, snowy rock
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At times like this I told my sister we were practicing for ibex

Does anyone else see this subtle sign on a rock?
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Water source near camp – after filtering, of course

Except for the first day, the weather was damp and chilly

Snowline dropped lower each day
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The next day we went a different direction toward three rams we had seen the day
before. Additionally we hoped to avoid other hunters, as at least four were present
in the vicinity of our camp. The snowline had dropped another thousand feet
overnight, but the elevation at which the rams had fed the day prior was bare.
After an hour of futile glassing, Jill proclaimed that she had located them – near the
TOP of the mountain in deep snow. The high point they were on was fairly gentle,
but it was a LOT higher than our elevation…with a valley to cross to get there.
We studied them for a while and then hatched a plan to cross the valley and ascend
to the level where we had seen them feeding the day before in hopes that they
would drop out of the snow to feed later in the afternoon. Two more rams had joined
the original band, bringing the total to five.

Jill finally located rams near the top of a mountain in 4” snow
We resigned ourselves to the task at hand and began our descent to cross the
stream below - all the while knowing that each precious foot of elevation we were
giving up would be a battle to regain on the ram’s side of the valley.
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Bachelor group of five rams
It took us nearly two hours to reach the elevation where we hoped to find the rams
feeding, and snowline was not far above. The weather began to deteriorate and
flakes of snow began to swirl around us. The rams were not in their original position,
but after quite some time one revealed himself at the very crest of the mountain; by
that time it was apparent that they had no intention to drop down to our level to
graze. In typical crazy-talk I told my sister that since we had already climbed halfway
up the mountain, we might as well continue. She muttered something to the effect of
“I was afraid you’d say that.” But bless her heart, without further ado, she hoisted
her backpack and we continued upwards. Jill also mentioned that it would be
miraculous to have any hope of getting within bow range.

Limited visibility once we reached the top
By the time we reached the top, the weather had worsened; clouds were added to
the spitting snow and wind. The lack of visibility helped conceal us, but also kept us
from locating the rams. We could only pick our way forward, use our binoculars as
best we could, and hope to get the drop on our quarry.
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We crossed one fresh set of tracks in the snow, and deduced that they had been
made by a wolverine. He must have been fairly large, as evidenced by my own foot
next to his tracks.

Wolverine tracks
Eventually the clouds thinned and I spotted the rams. The top of the ridge was
relatively broad and flat, but we were able to swing down on the back side to stay
out of sight during our approach. It was hard to judge the distance in the clouds and
snow, so we ended up having to back off twice before reaching our intended
location. We hoped there would be enough curvature in the terrain to allow us to get
within bow range before the rams could spot us. I removed my raincoat for silence
and turned my shirt and facemask inside out to expose the white lining and blend
into the snow and clouds. Jill trailed me by a dozen yards to reduce our silhouette,
and I moved only half step at a time, scanning ahead carefully with my binoculars.
At one point I noticed churned-up snow, and my first impression was that some sort
of avalanche had occurred on flat ground, but I finally realized that it was much
closer than it had first appeared and I was studying tracks in the snow from the rams
pawing to feed! I conveyed to Jill that we were extremely close.
I eased forward and noted an odd-shaped rock extending above a snow-covered
hump in front of me. After studying it through my binos I realized it was the arched
top of a ram’s horns! My rangefinder kept giving me fits; spitting out 0.5 yards over
and over due to the falling snow and clouds, but I was certain that the ram was
within range. I gently crept forward with an arrow nocked, and soon made out the
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horns of another ram and the back of a third. Recognizing that I could move laterally
and potentially have a shot at the middle ram in his bedded position, I eased to my
right until I could see his entire body, albeit at a severely quartering-away angle. My
rangefinder finally produced a reading in which I had confidence - 35-yards.
I stood ready, vacillating between taking the shot presented and waiting for the ram
to stand. I finally made up my mind that the shot was doable and that I would raise
my bow slightly to assess the view with my sight pins. If everything felt good, I
would draw, aim and release. As I moved my bow, I saw the horns of the ram on the
left swivel in my direction and immediately knew something was about to happen.
I hooked my release to my string and mentally prepared for the shot. The ram rose
and stared at my ghostly apparition that had suddenly appeared in his world. I had
never been so calm in my life when faced with a shot. He was broadside, but
“smallish;” the middle one was the monarch of the group. I waited. The ram on the
far right noticed his buddy and also stood to gawk at me. I waited. The second I
saw the middle ram tense his hindquarters, I drew my bow in one smooth motion as
he rose. The picture is burned into my mind: the solid 7/8 curl Dall ram broadside at
35-yards, my 30- and 40-yard pins splitting his vitals; me calmly squeezing the
trigger of my release and then…nothing. Without thinking I flipped the trigger
forward, a motion I’d repeated hundreds of times after each shot at the practice
range, before thinking “what the heck?” Although I had triggered my release, my
arrow had not fired! I carefully squeezed again…and nothing. I was in a pickle, and
began to let down to assess things. At that point my release suddenly broke free,
sending my arrow launching into orbit. The rams scattered at the shot and dove
over the side of the mountain. I ran forward in hopes that they might linger within
range, but all that remained was a trail of churned-up black shale disappearing in the
fog and snow. They were gone and I was left in shock, nearly sick to my stomach.
My sister reached my side, not knowing what had happened. As I walked her
through the chain of events I realized that the linkage of my release had literally
frozen, having been wet all morning and then subjected to freezing temperatures
during the stalk. In hindsight there were plenty of things I could have done had I
known, but this situation wasn’t even on my radar. I had switched from fingers to a
release just a few years ago and did not have the slightest inkling that something like
this could happen.
After my elk fiasco, this misfire was almost more than I could bear. I wanted to cry,
throw my bow, scream, quit bowhunting and curl up in a ball all at the same time.
But the weather was cold and we were a long way from camp. There was nothing to
do was to bring myself back to the present, shake the snow from my jacket, put on
my protective Dewpoint outer shell, cinch its hood around my face and stumble after
my sister as she led the charge first along the sheep’s trail in hopes of finding them
again, and then toward our tent once we realized it was hopeless.
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Sheep trail disappearing in the clouds
The snow turned to heavy rain during our descent and it was dark by the time we
reached our tent, damp and drained both mentally and physically. It rained all night
and continued the next day. It was a tough decision, but at noon I made the call to
pull the plug and head for home. I had been given a better opportunity than I could
have ever hoped for and wanted to spend time with the rest of my family, plus Jill
homeschools her kids, so every day spent away made it tough on them. Thanks to
my Delorme 2-way text messenger, we knew the forecast was to remain wet and
cold for the next few days and it just didn’t make sense to hole up in the tent rather
than get back to the families.
During the remainder of my stay in Alaska my dad and I looked for moose a couple
of times and I made a one day bonsai attempt for sheep with my sister to a closer
area where we had seen some. Both were fun times in God’s creation, and
welcome camaraderie with family, but didn’t end with any trophy photos. On the
bonsai trip we found plenty of ewes and lambs, plus stalked within range of a black
bear, for which my tag was also valid, but it was a young, smallish bear that I
decided to pass on. We joked that if we were going to lug a bear out of there it had
to be really big one! Photos and video would suffice.
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Mount McKinley (or Denali as a notable buffoon officially renamed it recently)

Fresh snow the night before our bonsai trip made things wet and slushy
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Plenty of sheep, but all ewes and lambs

Two curious ewes
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Gorgeous black bear dead to rights, but smaller than this photo makes it appear

More ewes within striking distance
My eyes darted from the highway to the clock on my dashboard – I still had over
three hours of droning pavement and throbbing rock tunes ahead of me before I
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would reach “The Rock” near Deming. Aye caramba it was going to be a long night.
Again I felt the pressure and self-imposed stress of trying to cram 2-days of ibex
hunting into a hectic schedule called life. It had taken me nearly 30-days over the
course of many years to finally kill an ibex with my bow back in 2013. Honestly I
didn’t hold much hope of a repeating that feat. Was I wasting time pursuing a
vapor? Would my time be better spent in support of Laurie and her family in her
father’s time of need? For that matter, compared to the pain of a father being
crushed by cancer, my elk recent hunting debacle and Dall sheep misfire didn’t even
register, why should I be so broken up over them?! In a similar vein, I later read that
a well-known, dare I say bowhunting icon, slipped and fell to his death while sheep
hunting on one of the peaks that Jill and I could see from my unit. He was my own
age and left behind a wife and kids. That’s real pain. In contrast my own hunting
woes were nothing more than trivial inconveniences. My mind was a jumble of
thoughts and memories.
I shook my head, cranked up Demon Hunter, and rolled on, finally parking around
9:30 pm, in a dilemma on how best to proceed. I had set a game camera in a likely
looking ambush location earlier in the spring, but had been unable to check it. I
didn’t know if the location would be viable, and recognized that it would burn several
precious hours to find out.
I decided to hike in the dark to save daylight hours for hunting, so stowed only my
GPS, headlamp and a few sundries in a lightweight backpack for my nighttime
sortie. Along the way I spotted a ring tailed cat’s eyes glowing as he watched me
pass, and heard the telltale buzz of a rattlesnake somewhere beyond the glow of my
headlamp. He had done his duty by providing me advance warning, so I carefully
detoured and thereafter made sure to spend extra time swishing my hiking sticks
ahead of me whenever I needed to push through tall grass or bushes.
I arrived at my camera sentinel without incident and reviewed the photos. It was
apparent that ibex frequented the area, but their schedule was anything but regular.
I checked my watch: 11pm. I still needed to return to the truck for some shuteye,
and knew I wouldn’t have the energy to move elsewhere, so hastily constructed a
brushy hide in the shadow of a rocky overhang before retracing my steps down the
mountain. My alarm chimed all too soon to rouse me to gear up for the day and
head back up before daybreak.
I sat in a sleep-deprived fog, occasionally prying my eyelids open to scan the travel
corridor I guarded. Although I was entertained with songbirds, quail, vultures and a
large hawk, I saw neither hide nor hair of my four-footed quarry. And it was HOT even in the shade it was sweltering. I was in a narrow canyon without a breath of
wind. I could feel my body mummifying in the dry air as I sipped tepid water from my
backpack in a vain attempt to stay hydrated. I welcomed the pending sunset and its
cooler temperature and it was a relief when shooting light passed, so I could finally
emerge from my hideout. I packed my gear for the hike down; you couldn’t pay me
enough to sit in there again!
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I checked text messages as I neared my truck, only to discover that Laurie had been
trying to reach me for several hours. Her dad had fallen out of bed and cracked his
noggin on the brick floor. They were currently sitting in the ER awaiting an
assessment. Aye caramba! Again I kicked myself for partaking in this outing. I
quickly dialed Laurie to find out that her dad had since been found to be in
satisfactory condition and about to be sent home. But Robin was having a hard time
completing her math homework; sitting in the ER waiting room certainly didn’t help.
In a classic example of “when it rains, it pours” my rangefinder battery had died
earlier in the day and I hadn’t packed a spare since I was to be out for only two days.
I discussed things with Laurie, seeking her opinion as to whether these were signs to
throw in the towel and roll home. She assured me that everything was under control
and they would be fine if I could talk Robin through her homework.
After reviewing a texted photo of Robin’s assignment, I spent an hour stepping her
through the tricky problems while driving to the Deming Wal-Mart for a replacement
battery. That’s called “multi-tasking.” With both missions accomplished, I bade my
girls good night and bounced across the desert towards my intended destination,
parking my trusty steed at 11pm. I dreaded the next day’s ascent, and given the
blazing daytime temperatures, I wasn’t sure if I would be up for it. Plus I knew the
climb would burn half of my remaining day of hunting. What to do; what to do?
A crazy scheme began to gel in the back of my mind: I could hike by headlamp right
then and kill two birds with one stone – travel while it was cooler and save daylight
for hunting. At the expense of sleep, of course. Concluding that the longer I
pondered options, the less sleep I’d get, I loaded my pack to the gills and began my
ascent at 11:30pm. The moon had risen and the desert was bright. Although tired, I
was rejuvenated by the cooler night air. Knowing that I’d only have a short time on
the mountain, I traveled light: snacks, water, bow, optics, tent and sleeping pad. I
figured I could survive without my sleeping bag and could always put on a layer of
clothing if necessary. An hour and a half later I threw down my tent in a semi-flat
area and conked, only to wake up a few hours later uncomfortably chilled. I put on
my Ascent Jacket, shoved my hands into its pockets and pulled my baseball cap
onto my head to take the edge off and dozed for another hour before dragging
myself out for the short ascent to a nearby vantage to await the dawn.
The hike warmed me and I settled in, readied my bow and curled up to doze until it
became light enough to glass. I imagined hearing rocks rolling, but each time I’d jerk
myself awake to strain my ears, it would be silent. After half a dozen occurrences, I
decided something must be within earshot and that I may as well try to glass.
I didn’t turn anything up during the first half-hour, but finally located the source of the
noises: a goodly-sized group of ibex was feeding and frolicking along a distant rock
slide. They were perhaps half a mile away as the crow flies, but may as well have
been on the moon for effort it would have taken to reach them. Never the less, it
was great to see some animals, including some eye-popping trophies.
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Herd near a rock slide
As I scanned for additional animals, the rumble of rocks caused by a stampede
drifted to my ears. I quickly relocated the herd as they sprinted down the mountain
toward even more rugged terrain. I glassed vainly to identify what might have
spooked them, but couldn’t see anything. Perhaps another hunter, whether two- or
four-legged, or equally likely it was simply the typical antics of these wild hares. I
watched their progress, hoping they might turn my way.
The majority dropped into a steep canyon and disappeared, but a modest billy and
handful of nannies angled toward me as if on a string. Then, for no apparent
reason, held up 300-yards away and began to feed as if they hadn’t a care in the
world. While the billy certainly wasn’t the biggest ibex on the mountain, if he came
within range I’d be more than happy to skewer him.

Small group approaching me
Sometime midmorning the lead nanny from the close group picked up her head and
bolted directly toward my position with the rest in tow. I eagerly anticipated their
arrival, as the sound of clattering rocks grew ever closer.
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Soon she popped into view perhaps 90-yards away. Between the brush and
boulders, I caught only occasional glimpses of them, but felt pretty good about my
location. Right about then she turned and began to sidehill below me. I ranged the
distance at about 60-yards, but glimpses of tan hide didn’t offer any feasible shot,
and the group never slowed before disappearing. Drat, so close. These buggers
can be equally entertaining and frustrating.
The remainder of the day passed uneventfully: soaring golden eagles and nearby
songbirds were my only entertainment. By midafternoon the herd from earlier
emerged from the canyon below: I thought they were long gone, but evidently they
had been down there the whole time. If I were an ibex, the perfect travel route would
be up the ridgeline right to my perch, so I felt my chances were good.

Large group reappeared below me
At first it appeared that they would follow that script perfectly; feeding and
meandering in my direction, but by 5:30 they had stalled. Sunset was 6:56pm;
shooting hours ended at 7:26pm. It’s been my experience that by 30-minutes after
sunset it’s almost impossible to shoot anyway because it’s pretty much dark. The
skies were overcast, meaning even less shooting light remained. I didn’t have much
time to sit around hoping they would come to me, but decided to keep waiting and
assess things. Soon several nannies retraced their steps toward the rugged canyon
from which they had emerged. I briefly held out hope that the billies would continue
toward me, but before long every single animal had its rear turned my way. I
checked my watch and realized I only had an hour before sunset. Knowing that I
had to return home that night and that the only ibex I was aware of were below me, it
was a no-brainer to head down.
With that decision finalized, I literally sprinted to my Spartan camp, hastily stuffed my
gear into my backpack and continued my mad descent. It appeared that once I
reached their elevation I would be able to approach them behind a narrow spine and
remain out of sight. Partway down lightning cracked in the distance and the sky
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began to spit. I pressed on as a desert downpour marched across the plains toward
me. I knew that I didn’t have any time to spare, and anyway without raingear there
was nothing to do but keep charging. At one point the rain fell hard enough to
obscure the ibex, but I pressed on, hoping they might still be there.

Here comes trouble!
The brunt of the storm began to sweep away and I didn’t have to resort to pulling on
the plastic contractor bag from my pack, which is usually reserved for keeping the
interior clean when hauling meat – thank you Lord!
I reached the elevation of the herd to find that most had dropped out of sight into the
cliffy canyon. I was chagrined to note that the approach I had mentally charted was
much more exposed than I had thought. I was in a hopeless situation, but didn’t
have the time to look for another route. I could see a handful of billies feeding in
scattered brush about 400-yards away. I would have to throw caution to the wind
and gamble that I could make it undetected to a bush and rocky outcrop ahead. I
dropped my backpack, stuffed my headlamp and GPS into my pockets, and then
hunched over to reduce my profile as I hustled toward the distant cover. I didn’t
even take time to scan for any reaction from the billies, as darkness was
approaching and I’d find out soon enough whether my play had worked.
I reached the cover for which I had hoped, which put me out of sight and perhaps
100-150 yards from the nearest animals and 200-yards from the drop-off into the
canyon. I slowed my pace, but knew I didn’t have the luxury of picking apart every
inch of landscape as I stalked. I told myself it might come together if I happened to
catch an ibex standing in the open, but the odds were I’d spook any that were partly
screened by bushes or barely peeking around outcrops.
Step by step I pushed forward, my eyes scanning madly in hopes of catching an ibex
before being spotted. Soon I could see the area where animals had been feeding
prior to my Hail Mary approach. I began to suspect that I had been spotted and the
herd had skedaddled.
My last hope was that they had fed out of sight and remained on or below the last
rocky outcrop on the edge of the chasm. With daylight working against me, I
aggressively scampered along the rocks. I peered over one last cliff and resigned
Page 25 of 31

myself to the fact that I’d have to return in a week. I had run out of time; it would be
impossible to push farther in the waning shooting light. I slumped my shoulders and
began to unclip my arrow from the string. It was over…
Suddenly the horns of a billy emerged less than a dozen yards below! It was a
blessing handed to me on a silver platter at the very instant I had lost all hope. He
stepped onto a small ledge and looked directly away from me with his head,
shoulders and back exposed. I carefully drew, aimed and released my arrow. He
snorted and disappeared immediately. I squatted down in shock at this sudden turn
of events and gave thanks. A minute later horns rose directly in front of me and
three sizeable billies and a handful of nannies climbed into view, obviously startled,
but unsure what had just happened. I could only see their heads, perhaps 3-yards
away. They alternately stared and snorted as they danced nervously. I remained
motionless, both enjoying the moment and just as importantly, not wanting them to
stampede and drag their mortally wounded comrade along.
Gradually daylight faded until I could no longer see them with my naked eye, even at
that close range. Ten minutes later I heard faint snorts and clattering rocks far
below. I dug out my headlamp and backed out to retrieve my backpack before
searching for clues. When I returned, my headlamp revealed an ample blood trail,
and I was confident that there would be a dead ibex at the end of the red spatter.

Methinks there will be a dead ibex at the end of this!
I carefully slipped down the rocks to retrieve my arrow and follow the billy’s route.
He had angled along a crack in the rock face, which provided sufficient traction, so I
carefully followed for perhaps 50-yards until I reached an extremely steep pitch that
he had skittered around. I could see the blood trail beyond, but the rock face was
smooth and I could not make out the bottom of the cliff below. Odds were if he
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made it, I probably could too, but as a close friend preaches “No suicide steps”. My
own equivalent is “No trophy is worth dying for.” I carefully retreated, circled above
and then dropped back down on the opposite side of the vertical pitch. I was
thankful for one tenacious tree that clung to the rock, as it gave me a solid point from
which to scan below. I could make out diagonal splashes, but they disappeared
over another drop-off. In daylight I could have picked better routes and used my
binoculars to shortcut the blood trail. I decided that blood trailing by headlamp on
vertical cliffs was too risky and retreated to safer ground.
That’s when the magnitude of the event really began to sink in. I’d been through a
lot of pain in the previous months, then when things seemed hopeless I had been
given this gift – and on my birthday, no less!
I turned on my phone and was greeted by Laurie’s text message “So when do you
expect to be home?” I quickly dialed her; “Ah, well, honey, you’d never guess what
just happened…” I mean hypothetically I knew it was possible to shoot an ibex and
not return as planned, but that seemed about as likely as being kidnapped by
Sasquatch! Laurie and Robin both understood, although I could sense their eyes
rolling when daddy explained that he wouldn’t make it home for day one of the
swimming meet.
I carried my gear down to my truck, and spent another short night catching a few
winks before climbing to retrieve my trophy. I approached from below, in hopes that
I wouldn’t have to negotiate my way back up the cliff to relocate the blood trail. After
reaching the base of the cliffs, I neared a point under the last mark on my GPS. I
found blood on the rocks and immediately found my billy tangled in some brush!

As I found him
Given the top view of this billy the night before, I had been uncertain of his size, so I
was astonished to note that he was substantially bigger than my previous trophy. I
never thought I’d tag another one with a bow, let alone one more massive – it was
beyond anything I could have imagined. I broke enough of the gnarly branches
away to drag him out for trophy photos, then skinned him life-size and (over) loaded
my backpack for the steep descent.
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I initially thought it might be possible to haul him down in one trip, but the meat, hide,
and horns were too heavy, especially given the steep terrain. Once again, two
trekking poles proved worth their weight in gold, saving my bacon countless times. I
threw the meat in my cooler and made the return trip for the hide and horns. I
managed to reach the security of truck just minutes ahead of a torrential deluge. I’ve
never seen the desert so wet; water flowed in sheets across the landscape and
every arroyo and drainage roiled with sandy water. I could barely see with the
wipers on “high” and the drive to the pavement was crazy (in a fun sort of way!)
Another thanks to the Lord for holding back the rain until I was safely in my rig.
I made it home with 15-minutes to shower and change before heading to Saturday
evening church service. Whew!

Beard worthy of Duck Dynasty!
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Left horn 40 ½”, right horn broomed a little

Long and wide
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What a beast! (No, the one with the beard…)

I never expected to be in another trophy photo like this one!
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After comparing this bruiser to my previous ibex, which I had considered to be a
trophy of a lifetime, the size difference was striking. Friends encouraged me to have
it officially scored, and in the SCI free-range archery category it ranks #7. If 3”
weren’t broomed from his right side, he would have ranked #4.
No doubt this trophy helped take the sting out of my elk and sheep hunts, but in
retrospect, it doesn’t make one bit of difference compared to “real” matters of life and
death, such as losing Laurie’s dad, who passed away on October 15. Life is full of
highs and lows; good times and bad. But the vast majority of things we concern
ourselves with are just minor details. Lord knows I’m as guilty of this as anyone, if
not more so. I see the past few months of my life as a wake-up call and will strive to
look beyond the inconsequential things and focus on what’s really important.
In the short term I’m not sure as to the fate of this trophy. Of course the meat is in
the freezer, but his horns may simply end up as a European skull display. Perhaps
he’ll live on as life-size display for a Sheep Show somewhere, as my taxidermist
dreams. In the end game he’ll probably be donated or auctioned off, along with the
rest of the trinkets I’ve collected throughout the course my lifetime. “He killed a
trophy ibex” is certainly not something to be included in my obituary – at least I hope
that’s not the only thing that my loved ones can come up with!
However, as long as this billy is in my care, every time I look at him I’ll remember the
Gift that was handed to me, just when I had lost all hope, and to top it off – on my
Birthday! More importantly, it will remind me not to waste time reminiscing on the
trophy itself, but rather to never lose hope; to let the worries of this world roll off my
back; and to focus on my loved ones and what lies ahead.
I pray that sharing these stories with you will encourage each of you to do the same.
God Bless,
Carl
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