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ALove otory.........

You live with a place long enough,

part of you bleeds into it.

you'll eventually find yourself living in a place

that feels indispensable to you, that’s uniquely
yours, a landscape toward which you feel a deep,
umbilical tug. A certain horizon line, a particular
arrangement of hills, a specific odor of sun and dust
and grass. Ortega y Gasset famously said, “I am I and
my surroundings.” Where we are, he thought, informs
who we are.

For my part, I have the Missouri River Breaks.

A crumpled chunk of Montana, an arrangement of
canyons and coulees, a place where flat productive
farm ground is even now unraveling down into
corroded badlands, wind-twisted junipers and
ponderosas, prickly pear and cedar. I tell people that
the Breaks are the most interesting mountain range
in Montana, albeit inverted. There’s a loveliness
here that comes in part from its desolation. Death is
the mother of beauty, and all that. It takes a certain
eye to see it. William Clark called it the “Deserts of
America.” Unlike the mountains of western Montana,
this aesthetic is less than obvious. It's mud caked on
your boots and bruises in your thumbnails, it’s the
smell of diesel and a rustle of mice in the walls and
the taste of clay kicked up off the road. It’s a silence
so deep that on winter nights you can hear a hum
coming off the stars.

I f you're lucky in this life, if you're very fortunate,

My father started hunting the Breaks back in the
early 1970s. By 1982 I was tagging along. This was
the year when a rainstorm surprised us in the Rock
Creek parking lot. As I remember, it took us about
six hours to spin and churn our Dodge camper 100
yards through the gumbo and out onto gravel. There’s
that particular, high-pitched whine the tires make
when you're well and truly screwed. When enough
clay builds up in the wheel wells, they finally stop
spinning altogether. You get down on your hands and
knees and start slopping out handfuls of muck.

This was also the year, I believe, when I nearly
poached a bull elk. In those early years, I was an
acquisitive little bastard. I made it a point, for
instance, to count the number of gophers I shot during
a given summer. For this, my first deer hunt, I was
packing a little .243 that Dad had retrofitted with a
two-by-four stock, custom made for my short arms.
We'd wrapped the grip in duct tape against splinters.
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Driving back to camp after a morning of deer hunting,
we turned a corner and startled two bull elk away
from their beds beside the road. Zero to 60 in three
good leaps. A flash of tan, an impression of antlers.

Elk in the Breaks were still a rarity then. Seeing
even a cow was an occasion. And these were bulls,
man. [ remember looking at them through my scope.
I had a deer license, but was still years away from
drawing an elk tag. They ran a couple hundred yards
then stopped, staring back, sharp as silhouettes. A
good six-point, and then beside him? Memory has
this second bull as ... what, 380? 400? The main beams
were heavy as my little thighs, and the royals went on
forever. The thirds wobbled out long as my forearms.
For a 12-year-old kid in his first hunting season, this
was everything I'd ever dreamed of. Right here in front
of me, a trigger pull away.

My crosshairs wobbled around his shoulder, and
I said something like, “Please, please, com’on, please
Dad, please.”

Dad behind his binoculars whistled. Then, of
course, said, “No, no, no. Are you kidding me? No!”

What's the half-life of shame? All these years
later, and in spite of myself, I still puddle up at the
memory. Man, that was a nice bull.

After being shot out in the 1860s, elk were
reintroduced to the Breaks in 1951. Thirty-one animals
trucked up from Yellowstone and released at the Fred
Robinson Bridge. Sixty-some years later, the Breaks
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elk stand now both as a management success story
and political cautionary tale, a lightning rod for land
rights issues as well as cause célébre for public access
advocates. They are also, looking back, how I
structure my memories. They're the file tabs that
divide the years.

My father is a dentist turned bronze sculptor,
mostly retired now. But he’s had this happy habit,
throughout his life, of acquiring little pieces of land.
Leveraging his practice and the goodwill of certain
loan officers to buy a few acres here and there. He’s
gradually bought and sold his way into a modest-sized
ranch in the Breaks, east of the Musselshell River. This
property has become the centerpiece of our lives as a
family. We rotate around it like sprinklers. We live as
close to it as we can, observing it through the cycle of a
year, then another, tending it, fretting over it.

In the late 1980s, elk were still so rare that we
would get excited by a track in the road. But 10 years
later, there might be as many as 30 or 40 elk on the
place at one time. The bull-cow ratio, in those days,
was roughly one to two. And for a glorious six or
seven days at the peak of the rut, these prize-fighter
bulls would conjure themselves up ex nihilo from their
secret hiding places. We’d catch glimpses of them
leaving fields at first light. Seeing these animals in this
same old landscape was like catching a 5-pound trout
out of a drainage ditch. It was like waking up to see a
Ferrari parked in your weedy driveway. Judging elk
through binoculars, you hope for 330s and 340s.




These are your benchmarks. Good solid healthy six-
points. But then a bull steps out of the timber that puts
a twist in your stomach and a tremble in your hands.
He tilts his head back to bugle, and his sixth points
touch his rump. It’s like an earthquake how it realigns
your expectations.

My most vivid memory from this period
involves sitting on the edge of a field at dawn,
camouflaged, bow beside me, watching a pair of
370-class bulls each defend their half-dozen cows.
They stood at opposite corners of the field, bugling.
Boxers bouncing on the balls of their feet, chewing at
mouthpieces, touching the tips of their gloves. In the
sparse timber, a couple of small six-points pushed at
each other, strutting, brave as long as they were being
ignored by the big guys. Cows tried to grab a few
bites of grass before being nosed along again. A silent
bell rang somewhere, and the bulls rushed together.
The start of an epic 15-rounder, a pay-per-view
knock-down drag-out of clashing antlers, churning
soil. Hind legs digging in for purchase, eyes rolling
up to show the whites. A coyote circled around the
outside edge, briefly interested. Sharptails flushed
to the treetops. You could feel the ground shake.

I walked back to the truck an hour later without
having unquivered an arrow and yet feeling absurdly
grateful. Thank you, somebody. Thank you.

A few days later, after a morning’s hunt, I
stopped to rest in the shade beside a stock pond,
under a sparse stand of ponderosa. Camouflaged, and
with a light breeze in my face, I lay back on the slope,
dozing. I woke to the sound of a splash. I cracked an
eye. Thirty yards away, an elk calf stood ankle deep
in tea-colored water, sipping. As I watched, it stepped
deeper into the water and dug a front hoof at the mud,
then bucked around a little. Enjoying itself. Each time
it kicked and squirmed, it came a little closer. Finally
it was only a few feet off my toes. I didn’t dare take
a deep breath. I could count its eyelashes. When it
splashed, drops of water landed on the back of one
hand. I can’t remember if I killed a bull that year, but
I'll carry those drops of water on my hand for the rest
of my life.

The Breaks are not a fancy landscape. In France,
where they hunt red deer behind dogs and kill the
stags with silver daggers, the hills seem neutered,
soft, slightly out of focus under a haze of humidity.
The sunsets are in the palette of Corot. In Scotland,
they beat birds out of the brush toward waiting guns,
and even the steepest mountain slopes have been
overgrazed for centuries, cordoned off by stone
fences. But the Breaks still retain some vestige of
their Jurassic brutality. The Dordogne may have cave
paintings but we have dinosaur bones eroding fresh
out of the hillsides.

It is dear to us, this place. And it’s important to
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Lewis and Clark first reported seeing bighorn sheep in
the Breaks in 1805. Like the elk, the sheep had to be
reintroduced, but now world-record rams graze the
hillsides of the Breaks alongside pronghorns, sage grouse
and mule deer.
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us that the gears mesh, the cylinders fire smoothly.
We take it quite personally when a tire wobbles or a
roof leaks. One of our neighbors, a guy with the genial
disposition of a Labrador retriever but the moral
compass of a housefly, has a reputation for taking
his elk in bow season with a rifle. You'll have a quiet
morning. Mist coming off the grass. Hear a distant
bugle, and then ... bang! With only two game wardens
in a county the size of Rhode Island (no doubt, we're
considered a hardship assignment: “be good or you'll
get sent to Jordan”), there’s not much the wardens
can do.

But that’s just one in a longer list of heartbreaks.
In the 1990s, the mule deer population crashed. The
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, recognizing a crisis,
effectively took the management away from the state,
posting signs at every entrance to the 1,100,000-acre
Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge: “Doe
permits not valid in the CMR.” At the time, Montana
was selling unlimited, over-the-counter tags, despite
the fact that you could hunt all day on public ground

and not see a deer. Not one. We kept waiting for the
state to follow the CMR’s lead. But every year, the
doe permits were still for sale. Even now Montana
allows a doe harvest in area 700, for a population that
effectively remains in recovery.

There’s a fragility to the Breaks that’s easy to
miss. The dried-jerky look is deceptive. We have a
nice mule deer head over our couch, given to us by
a cowboy who worked the place back in the 1940s.

It was a period, coming out of the Depression, when
most of the deer had been eaten up by the hungry and
desperate. You hunted from horseback, riding across
the heads of coulees. It was a cold world, lifeless. The
bighorns were gone, the wolves, the grizzlies, the

elk. There were coyotes and cows and not much in
between. That day they found a single deer track in
fresh snow and followed it for more than five miles,
finally jumping this buck up from a cedar thicket. It
was the only deer they saw all day.

Hard to imagine, staring out over a few hundred
square miles of jack pine breaks, that humans could



manage to impact any of this. But then you consider
how sparse the grass is, how dry the soil, the actual
carrying capacity of these arid, scalloped hills. How
you can drive a four wheeler out onto the flats above
any given coulee. These days, the mule deer are still
down and there are half-again too many elk cows and
calves. After 10 years of aggressive rifle tag draws,
those massive heavyweights are a thing of the past.
The herd bulls are small sixes, and each one—at

least in my neck of the Breaks—keeps 30 or 40 cows.
It’s been some years now since Sonny Liston or
Muhammad Ali stepped out of the trees, upsetting the
apple cart of our expectations.

Each new year in the Breaks represents the
turning of another page. It’s simultaneously an
education and an affirmation. The turkeys are down
but the sharptails are up. There are more antelope
than last year but the juniper bushes are yellowing
with blight. If they closed the deer season 10 days
earlier, some of these 4-year-old four-points might
make it through.

A couple of years ago, hunting through the
damp bottom of a shaded canyon, I saw a set of tracks
in the mud. The largest print was wide as a coffee
saucer and, with claw marks clearly off the toes, it
was either made by a wolf or one of our neighbors
has started keeping great Danes. There should be
a word for this kind of slow and gradual accrual of
awareness, equal parts contented resignation and
slow-smoldering umbrage. You live with a place long
enough, part of you bleeds into it, like a wet glass
soaking into its coaster. And if you do it right, if you
approach a landscape with the right kind of humility
and gratitude, some measure of its fragile resilience,
the delicate desolation, the bone-deep silence ... if
you're very lucky, some of it will bleed back into you
as well.

Allen Morris Jones is the author of, among other
books, A Quiet Place of Violence: Hunting and Ethics
in the Missouri River Breaks, recently released in trade
paperback and e-book.



