San Juan Mountains Bull Elk Hunting – Colorado 2020

Thursday morning the long haired vegans were picked up, convinced this was
going to be a gentle "hiking" trip into the backcountry.

Stopping at the gas station for a restroom break for Joe and a quick snack for the
Bolero and Clavo.

Lightly loaded we took our first of many breaks as we ventured further into the
woods. (30lbs and 20lbs of weight respectively on the llamas)
Between llama pick up, driving to trailhead, and packing we didn't start on the
trail until 2:30pm.
Llamas don't seem to love walking in the evening, I guess it is prime feeding time?
Trail miles came slow the first day and we only made it 7 miles, arriving to our
first camp just before dark.

The next day we made our way the 5 or so miles to our base camp. That means
we are about 13 miles from the trailhead if you’re counting.

It is Friday AM, so we make for a day of scouting. Season opens Saturday at first
light. We spend the rest of the day exploring around camp and glassing for
animals.

Saturday morning we wake up in the dark and start making out way up the tallest
mountain we can find. Run into some cows on the way, who eagerly rush in to our
calls.

About 2/3 up the mountain, we found a patch of dark timber that was boxed in
on two sides by cliffs, we decided to try and do an elk drive. Joe waited on a well
used game trail while Joes Buddy walked up the middle of the timber. Joes Buddy
bumped a spike, a 4x5, and a couple of cows to Joe. Both had shots, but that
really wasn't the kind of bull we wanted to pack out the 17 miles we are from the
truck.
It was about 11am at this point. We decided to push up to the summit through a
basin in order to get to a good glassing point for the evening.

10 min into our climb we heard a bugle rip, and then another and then another
from just below us, the 4x5 and the spike had circled back into the timber below
us so we figured it was probably those two young bulls playing grab-ass.
We got into the upper basin and the cacophony continued.
We had some lunch, took a 45 min nap, let the wind shift so it was blowing up hill.

Glassing the opposing ridges the conversation turned to plans for the evening,
tomorrow, etc.
It was going to take us a bit to get back to camp... and we probably weren't going
to come back up this mountaintop again...

So we talked ourselves into going after the 4x5 bull.
We descend the ridge and are immediately greeted by a bugle. It's 2:15pm and
hot.
"I don't know man that bugle sounds pretty raspy, doesn't that mean he's older?"
- Joe
"Nah, man it's mid October during the middle of the day no older bull is bugling
unsolicited for hours on end" - Joes Buddy
We creep forward.
Joes Buddy is softly cow calling trying to get the bull to move towards us.
Lots of bugles no movement.
We edge forward until we hit a rock slide.
Bugles.... bugles... bugles
Screw it, we cross the slide in the open trying not to twist ankles, making more
noise than a couple of drunk teenagers trying to sneak back into their parents
house.
Bugles.
Crossing the rock slide we enter the timber, wind in our face. Joes Buddy pulls out
his binos and catch a few cows filing past.

Joe puts a round in the chamber and moves forward.

"He's right here"- Joe
“I see him. Shoot him, shoot him, SHOOT HIM” – Joes Buddy

High shoulder neck shot at 45 yards. The elk dropped dead right in his bed. Joe’s
first elk, and he is a tanker!
Boned out weights:
51.8 - Rear
48.9 - Rear
36.8 - Front + Neck
17 - Trimmed Front/ Neck
27.5 - Back strap, tenderloin, skirt, brisket left
27.5 - Back strap, tenderloin, skirt, brisket right
24 - Skinned head, jaw removed
Total 233.5lbs
From shot to loaded packs 3hrs 45 min.

Now, here we made an interesting choice.
Bull was 1.09 miles and 1800 vertical feet up from the trail. Llamas probably
weren't going to be game for the bushwack... we didn't want to return up this
damn mountain for 2 trips.
One trip a bull out of the woods, 2 guys... how hard could it be?
Joe had a light pack with just food, Joes Buddy had a camera, med kit, spotter and
tripod.
Well, with 100lbs on each of our backs, and 20lbs in each of our 4 hands we make
the journey down the mountain.
6 hours later, we blast through the last of the willow and aspen hellhole and make
it to the trail at 11pm, out of food and water. Thank goodness, finally a trail, and
no more bushwhacking! We hang the meat in a tree, with the expectation that
we’ll hike the 2 miles to camp and get the llamas back up here to retrieve the
meat tonight.

We roll into camp at midnight, completely wiped out. No way we are making it
back with the llamas tonight. It is 32 degrees so the meat is basically in the fridge
anyways. Sleep comes easy.

The next morning!
We take the llamas and do the 4 mile roundtrip to retrieve the meat.

Camp is packed up. Now for the 13 mile exodus.

At this point, we are convinced the llamas formed some type of workers union
while we were hunting and they had all that time to kill back at camp. Llama
Workers of America. Every 60.0 minutes, they stop walking and it’s time to take a
break, often laying down in the middle of the trail. You could time a watch to their
inaction.

We can’t complain too much though, after all they are carrying about 120lbs
each. And to be honest we welcomed the break as well.

7pm that day we arrive back at the trailhead and truck.

Time to head back to civilization, with over 200lbs of fresh game meat!

