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It just wasn't supposed to be this hard.

Last time I went elk hunting, I tagged out with a 6x6 bull elk with my first
shot on my first elk hunt in the first hours of the first day of Colorado's elk
rifle season.
Talk about beginner's luck.
While on our way into the 4,000-acre Ghost Ranch property near
Steamboat Springs, we ran into an elk herd heading to bed down after a
night of grazing.
My 345-yard shot-aka the "immaculate connection" -yielded a clean kill.
We'd dressed out the bull, took it back to camp, trucked it into town, visited
the meat processor and the taxidermist and were eating a hot breakfast at a
local diner by 10:30 a.m.
Indeed, I declared - after such incredible fortune - that I was retiring from
elk hunting at the top of my game. "One and done," as it were.
I stayed retired until I got an email last winter from my good friend Jean
Sagouspe, owner of the Ghost Ranch. He invited me back for another hunt
this fall.
I should've known better. But as the British writer Oscar Wilde wrote: "I
can resist anything but temptation."
This time, after spying a large elk herd on the first evening of this fall's rifle
opener, I was encouraged we'd be into elk early. But going into Day Four of
the five-day season, I hadn't taken a shot.
The weather was darn cold, there was plenty of teeth-chattering wind and
at least one covering of a few inches of fluffy snow.
We traversed plains, valleys and mountain peaks, some nearing 8,000 feet.
We spent hours "glassing" for the now-ghost elk herd that seemed to have
vanished after the cold snap hit.
We were really hunting.
A little discouraged, I remembered the words of my Army officer son who,
while deployed to Iraq, told me that sometimes when things are tough you
just have to "embrace the Suck."
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Not eloquent, but apt.
I consoled myself with the fact that I was very fortunate to be in elk camp
with great friends, swapping lies, er, hunting stories, and stalking the
majestic wapiti in the Colorado Rockies.
Still a highly inexperienced big game hunter, I was also learning a lot from
my very experienced hunting companion, Damian Aragona (who's
Sagouspe's son-in-law).
The guy knows his stuff and hunts hard. I had the sore, aching back, legs
and feet to attest to that.
Thankfully, the fourth morning brought a change in luck. We'd stopped to
scout after stalking a small herd of elk across a canyon, where a good-sized
bull played hide-and-seek with me in the timber.
While catching our breath, I thought to turn down my rifle scope's
magnification in case we bumped into some elk at close range. I even
quietly chatted up Aragona for tips about how to take a close shot with a
scoped rifle.
It was the right thing to do.

No more than a minute or two later, we turned the corner off a mining road
to come face to face with a pair of elk cows. I don't know who was more
surprised, but, with the thundering of their hooves, they were gone.
Around the next corner, we ran into two more cows. I instantly dropped to
my knees and took a bead on the lead cow, awaiting Aragona's go ahead.
Unfortunately, he was scouting in a different direction and hadn't seen
them.
The good news: We were into elk.
We tracked the second pair until we came to the end of the well-worn game
trail on a rocky outcrop. With steep slopes all around, we decided to double
back and continue scouting.
As we approached the junction where we'd bumped into the first two cows,

there they stood ahead of us at about 75 yards.
This time my partner and I were totally in synch.
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Without a word, he posted the shooting sticks. I quickly knelt behind them
and put the crosshairs on the biggest cow. The trigger broke, the cow
bucked and bolted out of sight.
We found her about 30 yards away expired in the brush. I knelt at sister

elk's side and thanked God for a safe hunt and the incredible bounty he's
blessed us in this great country.
I knew that this next elk hunt would be much tougher than my first; that's
why I retired. But, in the end, there's really nothing more satisfying than
earning it-just before you go back into retirement.
Dr. Peter Brookes is a Washington, D.C.,foreign policy geek who escapes
to his Fort Valley cabin and the great outdoors as often as he can.
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