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PREFACE

In one sense, the title of this book is misleading, because camps of the type described here have applications far beyond elk hunting. I’ve pitched my wall tent in the Black Hills of South Dakota while hunting whitetail deer. My wife, two sons of preschool age, and I have camped in Montana’s Beartooth Mountains in the dead of winter in a wall tent to sled, ski, and revel in the wild solitude. We’ve even made “elk camp” in the backyard—just last weekend my four-year-old daughter hosted two bright-eyed friends and her older brothers in a wall-tent sleepover.

The attractions of a traditional elk camp are comfort and portability. Sure, you can hunt from a backpacker’s tent, as I’ve done many times, but if the temperature plummets below zero and you awaken to six inches of snow on the ground, you’re not likely to stay long at the game. By contrast, such conditions just make for finer hunting and happier camping when there’s a fire crackling in the wood stove of a wall tent.

Don’t like the area you’re hunting? If you’ve booked a room in a local motel, you can’t hook your pickup to the front desk and drag your accommodations to the next drainage. With a traditional elk camp, though, you’re free to move pretty much wherever your heart desires.

The information in this book is a collection of lore gleaned from my family’s fifty-plus years of experience in an elk camp near the headwaters of the Ruby River in southwest Montana. This is how we do it. That’s not to say it’s the only way or necessarily the best way. But I believe you’ll find enough information to point you in the right direction—and a few good stories to brighten the way.


FOREWORD

from the ROCKY MOUNTAIN ELK FOUNDATION

Part of the mystique of elk and elk hunting comes from the fundamentally large nature of the experience: Big cagey animals. Big beguiling country. Big weather. Big excitement. And big camps. An extended backcountry elk-hunt party can seem almost like an expeditionary force, armed and mounted. The logistics can be overwhelming. This book is the answer. Jack Ballard offers elk hunters—and anyone else contemplating a prolonged stay in wild country—a handbook for maximizing ease, comfort, and success.

“Proper planning prevents poor performance” might be Ballard’s motto.

The Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation is proud to partner with The Lyons Press in producing an informative and well-written resource for our members, and for all who have known, or may come to know, the pleasures of a good camp. All the essential ingredients of a traditional elk hunting party are here. You can almost see, smell, hear, and feel the heavy canvas, wood heat and woodsmoke, lantern light, good food, and good company.

Ballard’s voice is clearly one of both experience and expertise. His economy of words matches the economy of effort that his book will bring to outdoorsmen and women seeking the optimal outdoor experience—the keys to a camp of comfort, safety, and confidence.

This is an essential book for a very rare and special breed of person: the tent-camp elk hunter. Wall tents, wood stoves, and gas lanterns—the classic camp for the classic elk hunt. This title is destined to be a classic on the subject—definitive, comprehensive, comprehensible, and sure to be a welcome gift and resource for elk hunters, those new to camp, and those who have traversed many miles in search of a trophy bull. This book will help you appreciate a good camp not only for the comfort it may provide, but also for the skill, wisdom, logic, and love of it.

J. DART

President

Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation
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WALL TENTS AND ACCESSORIES

A half-mile before cresting the rise that opens into a broad, long clearing, I catch a whiff of smoke in the twisting thermals that curl down the trail I’m ascending. The smoke, I know, is rising lazily from stovepipes poking from the tents that house my family’s elk camp.

The sun disappeared nearly an hour ago, but I haven’t reached for my flashlight until now—I know this trail well enough to navigate in the dim light of the fading glow on the western horizon. Casting the beam of my light here and there, I look for the smoke. The smell is there, distinct and sharp in the crisp evening air. But try as I might, I can’t see the hazy-blue emissions creating the odor.

My pace quickens. The scent of the smoke has brought to mind an enticing picture of what lies ahead. In ten minutes I’ll be at camp in the meadow. I’ll pull back the tent flap and leave behind the intensifying chill for an atmosphere as warm and inviting as my living room back home. From a warm seat, I’ll pull my feet from damp boots and turn my toes toward the wood stove in the corner. Some kind soul will succor me with a cup of steaming cocoa, or a plum glass of merlot. Then I’ll regale my companions with a tale of the day’s hunt. Afterward we’ll eat dinner. Ending the evening with a rousing match of cribbage or a mellow sojourn with a book, I’ll nestle into a cozy bed of flannel and fall fast asleep.

The structure that makes such comfort possible at an 8,000-foot elevation, deep in the mountains of southwestern Montana, is a canvas wall tent. Some of the finest nights of my life have passed within such shelters. Fond memories, a few reaching nearly three decades into the recesses of my mind, come to consciousness when I catch the pungent odor of treated canvas: images of my deceased father and uncle laughing, hunting, or lounging about camp.

Other pictures come to mind as well. I remember crawling into my old cotton sleeping bag after a long survey of the thousand pinpricks of light flickering in the Milky Way overhead. At dawn, I poked my head from the same tent to behold new wonders in the heavens—huge, weaving snowflakes descending purposefully from a gray ceiling. But the change in weather didn’t chase us from the mountains. Snug behind sturdy walls of twelve-ounce canvas, I just poked an extra log in the wood stove after eating breakfast, and then went back to bed. Others played cards in the cook tent until the snow let up enough for hunting.

[image: The author’s elk camp, just like his father’s elk camp.]

Wall tents are the heart of a traditional elk-hunting camp for good reason. They’re sturdier than nylon camping tents. And properly pitched, they’ll shrug off a heavy snow load that would collapse a nylon tent supported by thin aluminum poles. What’s more, nearly all wall tents are designed and constructed with a heating source in mind. They safely accommodate a woodburning stove, and the canvas provides a surprising degree of insulation. Long before recreational elk hunters latched onto wall tents for their camps, prospectors, settlers, and soldiers passed entire winters behind canvas.

Size

Choosing the size and style of a tent (or tents) to fit your crew is the first step in creating a camp.

How large a tent will you need to lodge your group? Some manufacturers advertise various tents as suitable for a specified number of individuals—four people, six people, and so on. Unfortunately, many of these ratings are hopelessly optimistic. Will a ten-by-ten-foot tent really handle four hunters, as I once saw advertised? Maybe if they’re very good friends. But if they spend much time pinched together in a tent that size, I’ll guarantee that they won’t be such bosom buddies when they break camp. Do the math. A ten-by-ten-foot tent gives each fellow five square feet of space inside, with no extra area for cooking or a heating stove—not my idea of a good time.

Rather than relying on the manufacturer’s rating or the recommendations of an acquaintance, I suggest you take a more direct approach. On a garage floor or driveway, arrange your gear (or sketch mock-ups of it in chalk) as you anticipate it being organized in the tent. Experiment with different arrangements. Once you’ve arrived at a desired configuration, measure the outer dimensions, adding about six inches on each side for clearance along the sidewalls of the tent. This is the tent size you require.

However, there’s one other size consideration before you make a purchase. A tent advertised as twelve by fourteen feet may not actually be that large. The true dimensions can vary considerably depending on whether the figure represents the size of the canvas before being folded and stitched along corners and seams or the actual finished size of the tent. Ascertain the actual dimensions of the tent before you buy to make sure you don’t lose needed space to canvas gobbled up in the tent-construction process.

Tents also vary in wall height. Essentially, wall height determines the portion of the tent that can be used comfortably. Unless you enjoy impersonating the hunchback of Notre Dame in your camp, make sure to opt for sufficiently high side walls. Most manufacturers now sew tents with five-foot sidewalls as the standard dimension, which allows hunters to utilize the entire tent without a lot of bending over. Tents with three- or four-foot sidewalls may be cheaper, but they gready restrict the area that can be navigated. Some smaller tents designed primarily for backcountry or spike camps have six-foot sidewalls that allow an average-sized person to walk erect in the entire tent. If you’re on the shorter side, like me, you might be tempted to save a little money by buying a tent with lower sidewalls. However, when the time comes to load meat on a mule or hang a lantern from the ridgepole, those tall guys are handy to have around. Think of their comfort along with your wallet. For general use, I highly recommend tents with five-foot sidewalls.

Features

Wall tents are most commonly made from treated, cotton canvas. The “treating” applied is typically a combined flame-retardant and moisture/mildew reducer. Canvas weight varies with the manufacturer. Heavier fabrics of comparable quality make the tent more durable, but may add so much extra weight that the tent is cumbersome for one or two people to handle. Ten-ounce treated canvas is commonly used for wall tents and is more than adequate for any do-it-yourself elk camp.

Recently, some companies began creating traditional wall tents with noncanvas materials or combining canvas and another material. Controlling weight is the most common goal for such innovations. A synthetic material on the sidewalls and end panels can reduce the weight of a tent by roughly 30 percent. Thus, the weight of a twelve-by-fourteen-foot canvas tent with five-foot sidewalls may drop from around seventy pounds to forty pounds or so if a lighter material is incorporated. For backcountry applications, the weight savings is definitely worth considering even though tents made partially or completely from synthetic materials are normally more costly than canvas tents.

[image: An older tent with no sod cloth and canvas ties on the door flap. Note positioning of the chimney.]

[image: The outer tent flap held with plastic, quick-release buckles.]

[image: The zippered inner tent flap.]

In the past, the flaps (doors) of wall tents were made from overlapping sheets of canvas secured on the outside and inside with slender canvas ties. Some had stovepipe ports sewn into the tent while others had to be split on a seam so a removable metal jack could be inserted for the stovepipe. Nowadays, heat-resistant rubber jacks that form an airtight seal around the stovepipe are the norm in tent construction. Most tents currently come from the manufacturer with a stove jack, although a few makers charge extra for them. Inner flaps are commonly held shut with heavy-duty zippers instead of ties, while click-together buckles and nylon webbing secure the outer flaps. A sod cloth—a strip of material sewn to the bottom of the walls of the tent—is now standard equipment on most wall tents as well. Soil can be heaped over the sod cloth to seal out drafts around the bottom of the tent. If you’re considering the purchase of a tent lacking any of these “standard” features, its price should be reduced accordingly.

[image: Sod cloth sewn to the bottom of a wall tent helps keep out drafts.]

[image: A zippered, screened window in a wall tent.]

Additional features are generally sold as accessories and raise the price of the tent. For early season hunting, a zippered window that can be opened to help cool the tent is a worthwhile investment. Even when there’s snow on the ground, a window is handy when some absentminded campmate stokes too much wood in the stove and then leaves everyone else to endure the sauna.

It’s also possible to purchase tents that have a door sewn in both ends or to have another door added to a tent you already own. Rather than buying two freestanding tents, some hunters just add an extension for cooking onto the tent they already own. With a door on each end of the tent, it’s possible to directly enter or exit the sleeping or cooking areas. If your cook is a crabby fellow who doesn’t appreciate hunters tramping through his kitchen, an additional door in the tent makes good sense.

[image: Installing the floor in a wall tent is a lot like putting in a rug.]

Floors and Flies

Floors are available from most manufacturers too. Some offer permanent floors sewn right into the bottom of the tent, while others make removable floors that are cut and sewn to fit a particular tent and attached to the sidewalls with grommets or straps.

[image: Flooring in a wall tent made with a canvas tarp.]

But do you really need a floor in a wall tent? My answer is an emphatic yes. A few days of foot traffic in and out of a tent will grind soil into a fine, dusty powder that winds up on everything. And if it rains or a snowstorm barrels in, a floor gives people a dry place to stand—if they have the sense to remove their wet boots by the door. Tent floors also protect grass and other plants from excessive damage.

Although manufactured floors fit nicely and are generally of high quality, they can add up to a couple hundred dollars to the price of your tent. Homemade floors are a more economical alternative. When a heavy canvas tarp I used as a trailer cover developed some small tears and holes a few years back, I designated it as a

[image: Secure your tent so it is strong enough to withstand the weight of snow; you never know how much snow you’ll get.]





[image: Extend the fly over the sidewall for outside gear storage.]
















Tent Stakes




[image: A large spike (nail) with a washer used as tent stake.]



OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_006.jpg
Azip pered, screened window in
a wall tent.






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_010.jpg
Extend the fly over the sidewall

for outside gear storage.






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
CREATING A TRADITIONAL

,,ELK CAMP

\RT OF THE HUNT IS FOUND







OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_009.jpg
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