
Off-Season Activities for the 
Hunting Horseman

Ways to improve skills, prepare your stock, and give back

This time of year as I drive back and forth 
across Montana, I often see large and 

small bands of horses and mules out on 
winter pasture. Most of them are pack strings 
waiting out the winter in large groups in 
wide open spaces. Others can be young stock, 
bucking horses, or whatever. As I drive 
by, I often say to myself, “I wonder 
where those guys will be this summer; 
maybe up on some high divide in “The 
Bob”, or out in the backcountry grazing 
quietly around an outfitter’s campfire 
or group of DIY backcountry hunters 
or riders.

Winter Quiet Time
 Winter is a “quiet time” for most 
horse people in the West, unless they 
are actively using them for events. Even 

worn straps, torn packs or manties, and to 
reorganize my other gear, such as cooking 
gear, camp gear, and the like. Checking out 
new gear that might be useful in the back-
country or considering new techniques that 
might be gleaned from a workshop, book, or 

video is always interesting.
 Then, there is thinking about new 
places to hunt and researching these 
spots, with hopes of checking them out 
next summer. I have a friend who is a 
“pro” when it comes to finding new 
places to hunt. He’s one of those guys 
who lives by the golden rule of hunting 
spots: “If you tell me where you’re 
hunting, I will not hunt there, nor will I 
tell others about your ‘spot.’ However, if 
I find it on my own, it’s ‘our’ area.” But 
that’s another story for another article!

though our stock may be out to pasture, 
winter is a great time for the hunting horse-
man to do other things related to the pas-
time we love.
 I like to use this time to go through all of 
my packing and riding gear and repair any 

 “Since the first issue started, you’ve had my 
full attention. I’m a hunter, mostly deer and 
elk. I have my own mules that I haul around 
the western states wherever we can draw a tag. 
I truly appreciate your writing, as there aren’t 
too many horsemen hunters doing the DIY 
hunts. As a horseman, I see many of the horse 
hunters that only have horses for hunting and 
they don’t get much use the rest of the year. 
These are the horsemen that usually have 
trouble with their stock or aren’t well informed 
in the proper way to manage stock in the back-
country. You’re doing a great job of educating 
the ones that read. My point here is education 
and using your stock throughout the summer 
months to get them adapted to the mountains 
is very important. I have a way to help! Back 
Country Horsemen of America!”

 Dennis went on to say that by participat-
ing with BCHA, we can accomplish many 
things that we need to pass on to the hunt-
ing horsemen, including educational clinics 

for beginners. Spring clinics can include ba-
sic packing techniques, horse tune-ups and 
training sessions. Trail maintenance skills 
clinics provide an excellent opportunity for 
one to learn about using a crosscut saw, trail 
maintenance, and more. “Leave No Trace” 
ethics are very important and can be taught 
just about any time of the year.
 As summer approaches, more and more 
opportunities present themselves for us to 
learn and practice our skills and prepare our 
stock for the approaching summer. Joining a 
Back Country Horseman chapter in your 
area is one of the very best ways for you to 
do this, and you’ll meet others who share 
your love for horses, hunting, and the back-
country.
 Since I began writing this column, I’ve 
received a good deal of feedback from hunt-
ers who use their stock for hunting. Follow-
ing is a message I received from Dennis Ser-
pa, past president of the Back Country 
Horsemen of California.
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 This is also a great time of year to look 
into workshops, clinics, and other opportu-
nities to learn, and also share your own skills 
with others. This winter one of my new 
hunting partners enrolled in Smoke Elser’s 
packing class, so it has been fun to visit with 
him about what he has learned. Next sum-
mer we will actually test him to see if he re-
ally earned his “packing certificate.”

Back Country Horsemen
 This is also a great time to look into the 
programs and clinics that the local chapters 
of Back Country Horsemen put on in our 
area. We have several BCH chapters in west-
ern Montana, so one can go to several differ-
ent workshops and clinics as we await the 
arrival of spring.
 These clinics can include a wide range of 
subjects ranging from animal care and main-
tenance needs to grazing strategies, knot ty-
ing sessions, issues affecting riding opportu-
nities on public lands, and horse handling 

www.backcountryhorse.com

Purpose: To perpetuate the common 
sense use and enjoyment of horses in 
America’s backcountry and wilderness; 
to work to ensure that public lands re-
main open to recreational stock use; to 
assist various agencies responsible for 
the maintenance and management of 
public lands; to educate, encourage, and 
solicit active participation in the wise 
and sustained use of the backcountry 
resource by horsemen and the general 
public, commensurate with our heri-
tage; to foster and encourage forma-
tion of new Back Country 
Horsemen organizations.

Backcountry 
Horsemen  
of America

Steve Miller used skills he 
learned with the BCH to 
get into the backcountry 
and find this bull.

Dennis Serpa and California BCH 
members enjoying a break after 
some hard work on the trail.

Packing in tools and supplies for 
the Pacific Crest Trail Crew.

Joining a group like the BCH is a 
great opportunity to improve skills 
and see spectacular country.
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on clearing trails and managing stock in 
camp. His summer pack trips include clear-
ing trails for the local Forest Service Ranger 
District and packing tools and supplies for 
work parties. To Dennis, this is the next best 
thing to hunting, and volunteering for BCH 
work parties gets him and his stock in shape 
for the hunting season while providing 
much needed volunteer maintenance for the 
trails we all use (those trails don’t clear 
themselves!!). Dennis concluded with the 
thought that he believes that by getting ac-
tive and volunteering, we can enjoy our 
hunting that much more.
 Back Country Horsemen is a great orga-
nization to become involved with if you en-
joy hunting and horses. I first learned of the 
organization about ten years ago and have 
participated in various events, clinics, and 
treks with two of the local chapters.

Back Country Horsemen History
 The Backcountry Horseman organiza-
tion was founded by Montanans Roland 
Cheek, Dennis Swift, and Ken Ausk, who 
hunted together in the Bob Marshall Wil-

derness. The plan for the BCH organization 
developed out of campfire conversations at 
their hunting camp in the “Bob” in 1972.
 At the time, the Forest Service was con-
sidering regulations that would have re-
quired anyone wishing to take a horse into 
the Bob to apply for and receive a permit. 
The proposed new regulations were per-
ceived by the men as a sign of things to come 
in the way of a push within the Forest Ser-
vice and some conservation groups to limit 
the public land horse packers could access.
 They decided that they needed to try to 
combat that kind of thinking in the Forest 
Service and the BCH idea was developed. As 
they pondered the issue and situation, they 
decided to take a unique approach to the is-
sue. Instead of challenging the Forest Service 
through the various public forums which 
were available, they decided dedicate them-
selves to educating horse packers on safe, 
environmentally sound horse packing prac-
tices.
 A guidebook was developed and, along 
with long hours of labor improving trails 
and facilities throughout the Bob Marshall 

Wilderness and other public lands in Mon-
tana, while working collaboratively with the 
Forest Service, their idea and good work 
took root.
 Leading by example, the Flathead, Mon-
tana group demonstrated how a volunteer 
organization alone, or with the support of 
other groups, could pack supplies and crews 
into remote projects, allowing the Forest 
Service to do more trail work with fewer 
federal dollars. The result has been that by 
demonstrating the value of the horse pack-
ing community, most of the proposals that 
may have restricted horses on public land 
have quietly disappeared.
 Today, the Back Country Horsemen or-
ganization has spread from Montana to a 
national organization with more than 16,000 
members, with chapters in 25 states from 
Alabama to Alaska. Montana, 
alone, has 17 chapters.

George Bettas is a former Executive Director 
of Boone and Crockett Club. He has hunted 
elk and packed horses for close to fifty years.

The Mid-Valley Unit of the BCH of California 
clearing a log with a crosscut saw in the 
Emigrant Wilderness.

Moving a rock off the 
trail with a Griphoist.

My hunting partner, Dave Rakiecki, 
stopped by the other day and filled me 

in on a lot of great techniques and informa-
tion that he had been learning in Smoke 
Elser’s packing class in Montana. He was 
proud to show me his “Packer’s Certificate” 
and offered to show me some of what he had 
learned.  He smiled as he told me he would 
fail if he and a buddy were to attempt to 
manty and balance 20 loads and be headed 
down the trail in less than an hour, which 
Smoke told the class was possible with prac-
tice! With that, he offered to manty a load so 
I could take some photos for this article.
 Over the years, I have had the occasion to 
manty some loads and recognize the advan-
tages it gives a packer for putting together 
odd-shaped and sized items of varying 
weights. With this in mind, I’ll give you 
some of the basics and an idea or two.
 Manties are usually a piece of 7'x7' un-
treated canvas (18 oz. is the preferred weight). 
In most cases, the manty is laid out flat on 
the ground and the items to be packed are 
arranged on the manty. Soft items go on the 
bottom and heaviest items should be about 
one-third down from the top for balance. 
Manty ropes are about 33 feet long.
 Doug Hunt, a friend of mine who has 
packed extensively for the Forest Service, 
uses lightweight wooden boxes that measure 
16"x32"x11" deep inside his manties. The 
boxes give the mantied load consistent shape 
and protect fragile items from damage.

 Using Doug’s box design, Dave demon-
strates how to put the load together.
  1.  Lay the manty flat on the ground with 

one corner pointing toward you. Lay the 
box (or well-arranged gear) on the manty 
so the weight is distributed the way you 
want it.

  2.  Kneel on the bottom corner of the manty 
and with your left hand pull the corner 

of the manty up and over the box (or 
your load arranged as you want it) so it 
folds smoothly along the left edge.

How to Manty a Load

1

  3.  Bring the left corner over the load and 
tuck it in so it forms a tight corner.

  4.  Repeat this step with the right corner.

  5.  Finish by making a “rain flap” with the 
top corner of the manty. The top corners 
should be neat and tidy, but don’t have to 
be as tight as the bottom corners, espe-
cially when using a manty for a load con-
sisting of various objects.

  6.  Using your manty rope, form a loop and 
place it around the long axis of the load, 
with the hondo or loop positioned at the 
top edge of the load. Tilt the load and 
center the rope. Pull it tight; as tight as 
you can get it.

  7.  When you tighten the manty rope, it will 
pull the hondo down from the edge 
about six inches. At this point, throw a 
half hitch around the load and repeat 
two more half hitches around the load, 
finishing with a final half hitch about six 
inches from the bottom. Loop the rope 
back up to the top half hitch and tie it off, 
finishing your load.

  8.  This example is one of Doug’s loads that 
has the half hitches placed in slightly dif-
ferent spots on the load, but it all works 
when it goes together into 

 a tight, well-balance load.
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 To educate, encourage, and solicit active 
participation in the wise and sustaining use of 
backcountry resources by horsemen and the 
general public.
 This statement is the basis for the BCHA 
“Leave No Trace” (LNT) Stock Users Educa-
tion Program. The BCHA Board has direct-
ed that we become the primary trainer of 
stock users in LNT principles and practices 
nationally. To that end, the LNT Master’s 
Education Program was established. The 
program is a partnership between BCHA, 
State and Affiliate Members, the US Forest 

Service, and LNT Inc.
 BCHA coordinates, manages, and moni-
tors the program in cooperation with State 
and Affiliate memberships. Qualified BCH 
members are selected to become LNT Master 
Educators. Each of the Master Educators at-
tends a five-day LNT course at the US Forest 
Service Nine Mile Remount Station in Mon-
tana. Students are taught and teach the LNT 
Principles and Practices outlined in the LNT 
Master Educators Handbook. Upon comple-
tion of the course, the Master Educators teach 
“Train the Trainer” courses in cooperation 

with the local BCH units. The LNT Trainers 
then put on LNT Awareness Workshops.
 The focus of the BCH training and edu-
cation activities is the Leave No Trace Prin-
ciples:
   • Plan and prepare
   • Travel and camp on durable surfaces
   • Dispose of waste properly
   • Leave what you find
   • Minimize campfire impacts
   • Respect wildlife
   • Be considerate of other 
 visitors

BCHA “Leave No Trace” Stock Users Education Program


