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Ours is a passion of the heart. Driven by a God-given instinct to pursue, we are hunters. Chastised by some and supported by others, those of us adhering to the fair chase ethic and the right to responsibly take from our natural resources, share a kindred spirit.  We are hunters, and proud of it!

It’s difficult to explain.  Sure there is an undeniable sense of pride that comes with the ability to secure one’s own food, but let’s face it, in this day and age, hunting is not solely a means to this end. 

Do we hunt for sport? Is it a game? Do we consider it recreation? Is it escapism? Is it empowering? Do we hunt for the meat or for the ‘trophy’? A good friend and fellow conservationist recently confronted me with these. 

With emphatic confidence, I volunteered an “all of the above” response.  He questioned the sporting aspect and equally pondered whether it was a game.

I then suggested it was a three-dimensional game in which two opposing sides play distinctly different roles.  Mine as hunter, is to pursue, while my quarry’s is to flee; the object being to capture and kill my quarry.

My friend offered an abrupt retort. “But if the ultimate goal is to kill, then how can you consider hunting a sport or game?”  

A dedicated hunter, he proceeded to explain. For him, it is a complex combination of tradition, recreation and an innate desire to interact with nature.

I thought some more.

“Yes, we hunt with intent to collect meat for the freezer and this culminates in the termination of a life - this is hardly arguable.  But I still view hunting as a form of sport”.  

Further dialogue led to analysis of terminology.  Historically hunters have been called sportsmen, have they not? And hunting is referred to as a shooting sport, agreed? In conclusion, we both conceded to one thing - the choice to hunt is very personal. Its philosophical significance cannot be unequivocally explained to a non-hunter.  Each participant develops a personal value through participation in the act itself. Only by first hand experience can one appreciate the true essence of the way things were meant to be. No longer do we persist and persevere as slaves to an artificial society, but rather become players in a real and natural lifecycle of predator and prey.

But hunting is more than just the killing of animals.  Anyone suggesting otherwise has missed the boat. For those of us claiming an unwritten membership to the brotherhood of conservationist hunters, it is a way of life; a way of viewing the world in which we live. As we drive through agricultural zones, we are acutely aware of more than barley fields; we acknowledge lost habitat. When we enter forested areas, we are constantly on the lookout for bears, deer, elk and moose, upland game and many more non-game species - for within these lush habitats reside abundant wildlife. 

Moral purists might suggest that to hunt, is to make an ethical decision to kill rather than let live; one that either rationalizes the killing of animals for food or justifies the utilization of an intermediary to raise, butcher and market our food for us.  Either way, we are consumptive. This is a fact from which we cannot flee.  

Someone, somewhere is either terminating a life to provide beefsteaks for consumers, or cultivating farmland to grow cereal crops and vegetables.  The latter has an equally destructive impact on wildlife populations, as habitat is destroyed in order to provide productive lands for the mass farming of produce.

From a purely biblical standpoint, one might rely on the book of Genesis for direction. To paraphrase, Chapter 1:26 says God gave man dominion over birds, fish and animals.  This is not to suggest abuse, but rather responsible, ethical management of a valuable resource.  Historically, our continent’s huntable wildlife species have come through rough times.  

In the 1800’s, numerous species were at all-time population lows, while others were extirpated from existence; a situation largely attributed to over-hunting, excessive trapping and mismanagement by shortsighted individuals seeking monetary gain. Little consideration was given to the sustainable nature of these resources.  Well, we’ve come a long way over the past century.  In most regions, our ungulate populations are now higher than they’ve ever been.  White-tailed deer are thriving, waterfowl are bouncing back nicely, species reintroduction projects are producing excellent results and public education is beginning to catch on.  We’re beginning to make responsible management decisions and identifying some populations as ‘species-at-risk’. Hunters are regulating themselves by creating quota systems for licensing and an entire infrastructure is dedicated to self-management.  Even though mainstream media continually tugs at the emotional heartstrings of non-hunters, I for one, am proud to be a hunter and conservationist with a sincere concern for the preservation and protection of our biological resources and our hunting heritage.

Fact is, without hunters, wildlife would not be in the shape it is today.  Political activists supporting the anti-movement would have us believe that by not hunting, we save lives.  Statistically, this is simply not true.  In this new millennium, we face growing threats to our wildlife.  Increased industrial development, encroachment, habitat destruction, tourism development and human population growth all impact our wild spaces.  Hunters contribute significantly to the financial support of wildlife management.  This occurs through a variety of means, including membership to conservation groups such as fish and game clubs, Ducks Unlimited and the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation, just to name a few.  

License fee levies also provide significant monetary support.  And for our contribution, we are afforded the true privilege of participating in the age-old practice we call the hunt. In return we are the limited few, in fact a gradually declining percentage of the population, who actually enter the woods, interact with nature and gain a true appreciation for wildlife and wild spaces, developed or natural.

Through closely monitored harvesting of wildlife, hunters help facilitate the ongoing effort to balance animal numbers and capacity of the habitat.  And, let’s face it, provincial and federal dollars are allocated largely based on political priority.  I’m convinced wildlife management would be viewed as a political priority, if financial support were left solely to our elected government officials.

But as I sit here at my computer, memories of seasons past, flood my mind. How can this deceptively simple question be answered in one short article? 

I believe the very essence of why we hunt, can be reduced to a personal value. In a day and age where computers dominate our lives, most of us find serenity in the basics. Going back to nature as it were. Too often we get caught up in the hustle and bustle of our manufactured world of Internet communication, business transactions, cell phones and supermarkets.  As a result we lose touch with reality!  Hunting, for me, counters all that.

Recently asked why I have such an intense passion for the outdoors, I proceeded to expound on all the virtues of this wonderful 3-dimensional pursuit we call hunting.

Acknowledging that I was talking to a non-hunter, sensitivity was in order.  “How can you just go out there and kill deer, moose, bears, birds and whatever else you go after?” they queried.  

Then and there, I knew they were unable to comprehend the essence of the hunt. Convinced that all hunters are active participants in a blood sport, contemporary political correctness was clouding their perception. Their focus on the kill, has put hunters in a precarious position. My response involved a complex web of philosophical explanations. 

“First, let’s get one thing straight” I said. “By the very definition of the word ‘hunt’, we both acknowledge the focus of the activity to involve the killing of an animal”.  With that said, I reminisced. Sharing tales of close encounters with bugling elk, rutting whitetails, curious coyotes and a variety of other non-game species, I emphasized the value placed on up-close-and-personal interactions with wilderness in all its splendor. 

Continuing on, I explained most of my discretionary time is spent in the out-of-doors.  And, that it doesn’t take a math genius to figure out if only a certain number of tags are allocated per hunter annually, by far the majority of days I come home empty-handed. Qualifying this statement, I added that “empty-handed” only referred to not closing a tag on a downed animal.  I, on the other hand, always return home, having gained a newfound wealth of experience from my excursion; sometimes more than others, but always the richer for the experience.

Well, this made the individual think a bit. Bottom line, upon bringing our conversation to a close, was that hunting provides a barrage of unique experiences.  Unique to each participant, and unique because each and every animal pursued, offers new lessons and an education all their own.

I believe we hunt because it is what memories are made of; it has both traditional and reminiscent value.  Each and every animal taken brings with it stories of the hunt.  Most are hard earned, and some are gifts.  Either way, they are near and dear, very personal experiences.

Most of us grew up with fathers who passed on the torch. They mentored us in the safe use of firearms, teaching us how to construct a proper spread of decoys and how to call moose during the rut.  But more than that, they taught us how to be still and recognize how special it is to immerse ourselves in a natural world that’s become relatively foreign to us. 

Hunting is a pastime most either like or dislike.  Not for the faint of heart, it is competitive, interactive, frustrating, rewarding and unpredictable.  Just when you think you have your quarry figured out, someone changes the rules.  The animal is the home team and the hunter merely a visitor.  They know the lay of the land and have natural instincts. Sure, we study to gain an academic understanding of the animals we pursue, hoping to tip the odds in our favor, but when the dust settles, hunting is a competitive activity in which most often the animals come out on top.  And that’s just fine by me.  To paraphrase - it just gives me all the more reason to try once more.

And again the question arises, why do we hunt? Aside from the tasty meat that will be enjoyed by family and friends,  reasons are many and varied. Memories are invaluable, and no matter what anyone might say to the contrary, a picture is worth a thousand words.

  Culminating in the eventual harvest of an animal, in my circles, the hunt most often ends with a photo session.  From that day forward, those photographic records serve as a cue, a symbolic representation prompting the memory of the whole experience. 

Some call it a brag book.  And, while some insecure part of me doesn’t want to acknowledge it as such, I supposed in a sense that’s what it is.  Not so much for the fact that I can use it to show all my buddies the animals I’ve taken, but more as a treasured package of memories.  From hunting caribou in the Territories to whitetails in Alberta, and goats and cougars in British Columbia, my library of treasured memories are forever stored in photographic format. 

