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MY RETIREMENT RAM

A Son’s Gift Leads to an Adventure of a Lifetime

By Frank Anderson

This story starts with my son, Brian, drawing a
Desert Bighorn Sheep Tag for the Kelso/Old Dad
Mountains in 2006. He wanted to share this

experience with his dad, his hunting partner since
he was 9 years old, and I was honored to do so. Brian
booked with Terry Anderson, who in my opinion is
the best outfitter you could find for Desert Bighorn
Sheep. Terry’s team included Andrew Pontius, Colin
Jewett and Nathan Wass; these guys are experienced
hunters, and like Terry, have become good friends.
This was a once-in-a-lifetime hunt and was the start
of “Sheep Fever” — a contagious condition that starts
with grasping those massive horns for the first time.
We were both overwhelmed with the whole experi-
ence and were in awe of the Wild Sheep and the
environment in which they can survive. This was
also the start of the “Quest.” Once you have hunted
these magnificent animals you crave more. We both
put in for sheep drawings and applied for sheep
permits in various states, hoping for a lucky draw.
Brian also became a life member of CA FNAWS and
we both attend the Sheep Camp Banquets.

After working for 38 years, farming grapes
and developing land for E & J Gallo, then Andy
Beckstoffer of Napa Valley, I decided to retire in
January 2008 at the age of 60. I was shocked and
overwhelmed to receive a retirement gift from my
son and his family — an 8-day Dall sheep hunt in
the Northwest Territories of Canada for July 24-31,
2009. Of course my son would also go, hoping to
add one more trophy to his quest for the four
species of North American Wild Sheep. Brian had

researched and booked with South Nahanni
Outfitters. Family owned and operated by Werner
Aschbacher and his wife Sunny Petersen. This
operation has a great reputation of harvesting great
rams, with horn lengths of 35-37 inches, bases
around the 13 inch mark and consistent age of
10-11 years old. Their hunting area is 12,500 square
miles, with the backpack hunts supported by heli-
copter transportation to a spike camp. The use of a
helicopter allows for better game management by
using the entire area without over-harvesting more
easily accessible populations. This accounts for con-
tinuous good trophy quality. As I would find out, it
is definitely a fair chase hunt. The helicopter drops
you and your guide off to establish a spike camp —
two backpacker tents near a water source and with-
in hiking distance of your game.

Now begins the planning and preparation. Sunny
provided all support materials, equipment checklist,
license applications, firearms transport documents,
hunter survey form, and recommended hotels and
local airlines. She stated the importance of a good
sleeping bag, the best mountain boots you could get,
a walking stick and good optics. It was up to the
hunters to get into Sheep Shape before the hunt.
Traveling to the remote NW Territories is an adven-
ture due to scheduling air transportation without
daily flights from some of the areas. We flew from
San Francisco to Edmonton and spent the night. The
next morning we traveled to Yellow Knife and on to
Fort Simpson. Next morning we left for Fort Simpson
and arrived at Base Camp.

My first impression of the Mackenzie Mountains
was of complete isolation, with rugged peaks rising
from the valley floor. It was spectacular and terrifying
at the same time with me contemplating getting this
61-year-old body up those steep mountains. We
arrived in base camp aboard a small plane from Fort
Simpson with two other hunters: one from Mexico,
the other from Spain. We learned about landing air-
planes on the gravel bars in the NW Territories. We
met Sunny, Werner, the guides and the kids (Anika,
Lynette and Lukas). It was great seeing how natural
the children fit into the camp. Each hunter was
assigned his own guide. The first order of business
was to check your firearm to be sure it was on target,
then inspect your pack. You really need to pack as
lightly as you can, taking only what is essential.
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continued from page 13

We didn’t waste much time — after a quick
lunch I was loaded aboard the helicopter for the
flight to spike camp. We landed near a small stream
in the bottom of a steep canyon and setup the tents.
You must wait 12 hours after landing before hunting,
and the plan was to hike upward in the morning.

Mosquitoes are a big problem in July. This I expected.

What I didn’t expect was the heat. It was unseason-
ably hot for this far North — above 90 degrees.

My guide was Byron Gagne from Whitehorse.
Byron lives in a log cabin, runs a trap line in the
winter, works hard, and is as tough as the country
he lives in. I live in the foothills of the San Joaquin
Valley, work sometimes, and as tough as I could get
hiking for two months with my pack on semi-flat
ground. We started up the first slope, with the plan
to go up where the sheep live. We climbed over slate
rock straight up the mountain. I thought I was in
shape, but this first little hill was a reality check. As
we approached the first in a series of drainages with
knife-like ridges, we glassed as we went. Byron spot-
ted two white spots on a far away mountain and
verified with the spotting scope that they were
indeed two rams about 8 miles away. One ram was
smaller with less than full curl, but the other ram
was worth looking at. We continued working our
way upward, staying off the skyline and steadily
climbing as quickly as I could. I was sweating pro-
fusely and was contemplating what it was like to
have heat stroke. The only water was at the bottom
of the drainage and what you were carrying in your
pack. The rams were bedded on a steep slope of a
shale mountain, choosing the location for visibility
and the promise of an occasional breeze to cool them
off. The biggest problem was they were on the tallest
peak. The good thing about the NW Territories in

July is that you have 20 plus hours of daylight, giving
you plenty of time to hike the mountains and travel
considerable distances. As the day progressed we were
able to hike to a tall peak and work our way to a sad-
dle which was about 600 yards across a steep draw
from the rams. We verified the largest ram was 9
years old and was a twister, with the tips extending
back past full curl and having lamb tips. South
Nahanni Outfitters prefer rams to be older than 7
years old and at least full curl. Byron and I both
thought this ram would have a horn length of 33-36
inches based on how far the horns curled around. It
was impossible to get closer without the rams spot-
ting us. We decided to wait and see if they would
move to feed or water. Around 6:00 p.m. we made
the decision to head back down the mountain to
spike camp. We arrived in camp at 12:00 midnight,
after hiking almost 16 hours. It was a grueling hike
for me, traveling an estimated 12 miles and climbing
2,000 feet in elevation. I collapsed into my tent, too
tired to even eat.

Morning brought with it a difficult question —
could I climb back up the hill to the ram we had
hunted the entire previous day? Byron suggested we
rest up one day and then continue the hunt the fol-
lowing day. After two cups of coffee and a Mountain
House breakfast of eggs and bacon, I told Byron “let’s
do it.” We left camp at 10:00 a.m., knowing we
would have a long hike back up to that high peak.
The plan was to hike up the same mountain where
we had last seen the rams, knowing where they had
bedded the previous day. We hiked for 6 hours
straight up this steep mountain. Byron said “You
know it’s steep when the guide is crawling up the
hill.” He spotted the rams grazing above us. All we
could do was wait and let them graze out of sight
and over the ridge.

The rams went on the opposite side of the
mountain from where they had bedded the previous
day. We continued upward guessing they would
circle back to their bedding area. Byron and I climbed
to the top of the mountain; which was so steep we
only had a path to walk along the crest of the hill.
Traveling slowly and searching both sides of the
slope, Byron spotted movement below us. The rams
were bedded on the opposite slope, but the angle was
so steep we could only see the top of the horns about
75 yards downhill. We set up and waited. Finally, the
ram stood. The angle was so extreme I was worried
about the bullet striking a rock directly below us. I
repositioned my pack vertically and shot standing
with the rifle resting on the pack. The ram never
knew what hit him and rolled downhill, thankfully
only about three flops. With high fives all around,
Byron and I congratulated each other on a great
hunt. This was the most extreme hunt I have ever
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been on. The most demanding ... but also the most
rewarding.

I have always said you can not measure a trophy
with a tape measure. This ram appeared normal size,
but was a miniature version. His horns in proportion
to his head and body looked normal, but he was a
mini-twister. He measured 30 inches on both sides
with 12 inch bases. He will proudly hang in my
trophy room and remind me of this special hunt.
Byron completed skinning and sectioning out the
meat. The meat went into my guide’s already heavy
pack, with spotting scope, tripod and gear. I took the
horns and cape, along with my lighter pack. The last
step was to telephone Werner at base camp with the
satellite phone, informing him we could be picked
up in the morning.

The story doesn’t end here. We spotted a dry
creek bed below us with what appeared to be a wide
canyon leading to our spike camp, a shortcut and
easy hike. It was 6:00 p.m., and by our calculations,
we could be in camp by midnight. Heading off the
steep shale cliff was extremely difficult, with me
falling three times. Finally we reached the bottom,
traveling along this fairly wide dry creek bed. Things
changed drastically as the canyon steepened and nar-
rowed. We would soon encounter our first watertall
with about a 30 foot drop and cliffs on both sides.
The tough terrain became dangerous with the only
option of trying to climb around the waterfall and
back down to the stream bed. We finally made it and
continued downstream until we came to the second
waterfall at 2:00 a.m. This one was bigger and more
hazardous than the first. Even though we were in the
land of the midnight sun, it was dark in the bottom
of the hole we were in. Wisdom comes with age, and
for the first time in our hunt, I told Byron “hell no.”
The decision was made to sleep until daylight, then
proceed. We both emptied our packs and used them
as beds on the flattest terrain we could find. Next
came dinner. Lucky for us [ hadn't eaten all my
lunch. Byron got the power bar, I got the jerky, and
we cut the candy bar in half for dessert. I couldn’t
believe how cold it got after the heat wave we had
experienced all day. I put on all the extra clothes
that I had packed and my rain gear. [ had the hood

pulled up on my rain jacket and an extra T-shirt over
my face to slow down the constant attack of the
mosquitoes. I felt a warming sensation throughout
my body and thought, “Is this how it ends, with hot
tlashes?” Then the reality hit home. I realized I was
alive, but my boots were smoking. At about 4:00 a.m.
Byron couldn’t take the cold and started a fire. As the
sunlight began to penetrate the deep canyon, we
enjoyed ram steak on a stick over an open fire. Later
in the morning, after negotiating several more obsta-
cles, we were out of the worst of the canyon. Byron
used the satellite phone to call Werner to delay our
pickup time until late afternoon. I still recall Werner’s
comment “You mean you are still walking?” People
who experience life in the NW Territories go with the
tlow, knowing that sometimes things are out of your
control. We finally arrived in spike camp at 1:00 p.m.
and began packing up our tent and supplies for the
tlight out.

Arrival in base camp was like coming to a five
star hotel for me. The cook fixed real food, I enjoyed
a real shower, and I had a real bed in my own cabin.
The disappointment occurred the next morning,
when [ found out that my son had injured his leg
and was unable to continue his hunt. As he emerged
from the helicopter, his first words were “You got a
ram! Congratulations and welcome to the club!” No
regrets and no excuses, it’s just hunting. #
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