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Less daylight and cooler weather signal the arrival of fall and Montana’s much-anticipated hunting season. Many hunters look forward to this season as a chance to explore the local mountains in search of trophy game, to bring home meat for the family, or just to spend quality time with friends. Whatever your personal goals for this hunting season, keep safety in mind when heading to the woods. Recently, the number of lost or injured hunters requiring assistance from the local Search and Rescue has been on the increase. Please consider the following:

Plan Ahead. Pick a route in advance, and leave a trip itinerary with family or friends. Often plans change in the woods, so detail possible alternatives on your trip plan. This is especially important if you head out on your own so that someone knows where you will be. Always leave the time when you expect to return, as well as a final time when your family or friends should assume an emergency and notify the authorities.

Be Prepared. Purchase and carry maps of the area you plan to hunt; the best maps for this purpose are USGS Topographic Quadrangles, available at local outdoor stores. Avoid maps with insufficient scale or no topographic information. Everyone knows that the best hunting is off the beaten path, and heading off-trail without a map is pushing your luck. 

Few people need to be reminded of the unpredictability of fall weather in Montana. Almost any hunter can tell you a story about being caught off guard by an unexpected snowstorm or frigid temperatures. Variable weather is the rule rather than the exception. Because of the increased possibility of inclement weather in the fall, it’s necessary to bring gear that will allow you to survive winter-like weather. 

Every hunter should not leave home without the 10 Essentials:

1. Map

2. Compass

3. Flashlight 

4. Extra Food/Water

5. Extra Clothes

6. Sunglasses

7. First-Aid Kit

8. Pocket Knife

9. Waterproof Matches

10. Firestarter

If you plan on drinking water from streams or lakes, don’t forget a water filter or chemical purification, such as iodine tablets or chlorine drops. All of these can prevent contraction of giardia and other water-borne parasites, and are available from your local outdoor store. 

Cellular phones can be a life-saving communication link, especially if you hunt alone. But remember, cellular service is spotty in the mountains at best, and you should only contact the authorities if you are truly in a life-threatening emergency. Don't assume helicopter assistance is possible, especially in designated Wilderness.  Avoid these situations by having navigational skills, maps and being prepared to stay out for extended periods of time.

Learn Navigation Skills. It is not safe to rely only on your sense of direction to get you home. Even the most seasoned backcountry traveler can get disoriented when the conditions become challenging. In addition to packing a map and compass, a hunter must also possess the knowledge to use them. A global positioning system (GPS) and an altimeter can also be extremely useful tools in the right hands. Learning about concepts such as declination, bearings, triangulation, and UTMs will help you when hunting off-trail. What does it mean to be lost? For safety purposes, consider yourself lost if you cannot accurately pinpoint your location on a map.

Take a Wilderness First Aid Course. Despite hunter’s best intentions, injuries still occur in the woods. What would simply be an inconvenience in the frontcountry can become a serious emergency when you’re miles from help. A Wilderness First Aid (WFA) or Wilderness First Responder (WFR) course will help prepare you for backcountry accidents. You will learn how to treat backcountry injuries, coordinate a self-rescue, or facilitate an organized rescue if necessary. You owe it to yourself and to your hunting partners to take a course.

Be Bear Aware. A large percentage of aggressive bear encounters involve hunters. Why? Sneaking around in the woods is a good way to spook a bear.  They are often attracted to fresh kills, and bears are agitated in the fall as they attempt to gain weight prior to hibernation. There are many actions you can take to avoid a bear attack. Never leave a kill unattended. Store your food or game during the night or while you are away by hanging it at least 10 feet above the ground and 4 feet out from the tree or other climbable object. Pack out all trash.  Burning trash completely is next to impossible, and it can  leave odors that attract bears. Bury human waste in a hole 6-8” deep, along with toilet paper, if it is not packed out. Studies have shown that guns are not an effective means of deterring a bear attack; at worst they escalate the situation, at best a bear ends up dead. Pepper spray has an impressive track record in stopping aggressive bears, far better than the use of firearms as a means of defense.

Stock Use.   Taking stock into the backcountry adds another layer of responsibilities.  Avoid the unusual circumstance where someone thinks your horse is an elk by using hunter orange on stirrups, pads or other tack on the animal. Get your stock in shape before heading out, and keep load weights reasonable.  Plan ahead when assembling equipment, remembering the added weight of hauling out game.  Feed stock weed seed free hay and pellets before and while in the backcountry.  Carry and use highline ropes, picket pins, hobbles or electric fence to station stock at camp.  This equipment decreases the amount of impact on the area when moved frequently.

Use Common Sense and Be Conservative. Despite the number of variables that are beyond our control, the vast majority of backcountry emergencies are avoidable. By following the advice above, and approaching the woods with a cool head, you will do your part in staying safe while hunting.  Learn to recognize potentially dangerous situations before they become life-threatening and know when to turn around.  Getting into the mountains is only half the battle, you still need to get home safely. 
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