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   EYES IN 
THE SKY



MONTANA OUTDOORS  |  NOVEMBER–DECEMBER 2024  |  25

FWP’s “Air Force’’ takes  
fish and wildlife management 
to a higher level  Story and photos  

by Allen Morris Jones
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It’s before dawn as we leave the Helena 
Regional Airport, the sun still 10 minutes 
from rising, Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks 
chief pilot Joe Rahn at the stick. We are flying 
to Stanford, southeast of Great Falls, to pick 
up an FWP biologist for a spring mule deer 
survey, and we’ll be flying over the Little 
Belts and the Smith River canyon.  

Rahn asks, “How fast do you think we’re 
going right now?” 

I glance down. Smoke from a controlled 
burn blurs the landscape below.  

“Hard to tell. Maybe 80 miles an hour?”  
Rahn said, “Ground speed 138.”  
Rahn is a compact man. Condensed. A vet-

eran of the Iraq War, he flew C-23 Sherpas—
military transport airplanes—and has stories 
about taking bullet holes in the fuselage (“We 
took a lot of small arms fire”), hugging the 
ground at 80 feet to avoid stinger missiles. Be-
fore that he flew helicopters for the U.S. Army 
and Montana Army National Guard, and spent 
nearly a decade flying the Alaska backcountry. 
You’d think all that would age a guy, but Rahn 
looks younger than his 57 years. 

I’m here to observe the “green-up” sur-
vey. As deer, elk, or pronghorn congregate to 
nibble on newly emerged vegetation, they’re 
easier to count. From the air, we will be look-
ing at two different “trend areas” in Hunting 
District 426: Arrow Creek and Coffee Creek. 

The biologist, Shane Petch, is particularly 
interested in fawn recruitment—the per-

centage of young that survive winter to 
reach one year old. Strong recruitment often 
signals an increasing deer or pronghorn pop-
ulation, while weak recruitment means 
numbers are decreasing.   

 “After we pick up Shane,” Rahn says into 
his headset, “we’ll start running transects. 
Probably refuel in Lewistown at least twice. 
It’ll be a full day.”  

 
SEEING WHAT’S GOING ON 

Data is FWP’s lifeblood. To accurately allo-
cate hunting licenses, the 
agency needs to know how 
many elk, deer, bighorn sheep, 
mountain goats, moose, or 
black bears are in a given 
area—and whether those pop-
ulations are trending up or 
down. An increase often re-
quires offering more tags, es-
pecially for the females that 
drive big game populations.  
A decrease usually means  
cutting back on tags for a  
few years so a population can 
recover. 

To gather that information, 
FWP maintains an elaborate 

system of camera traps, game-check stations, 
and hunter phone surveys. To age animals, bi-
ologists count the rings in harvested bighorn 
sheep horns and the teeth in deer and elk.  

One of the most important survey tools 
is the FWP Aviation Unit that Rahn main-
tains and manages. The fleet consists of four 
helicopters and four fixed-wing light air-
craft. “We’re one of the only states that 
maintains its own fleet,” Rahn says. “Other 
states mostly contract it out.” This makes 
sense because Montana is so big with so 
many remote areas. To fly these aircraft, 
FWP keeps two full-time pilots on staff—
Rahn, based in Helena, and Neil Cadwell, 
out of Billings—as well as a number of con-
tractors and part-timers.  

The helicopter we are in now, an AStar, 
had been owned by a wealthy family in New 
York. “I started trying to obtain it seven years 
ago,” says Rahn. “Finally found the budget 
for it and flew it back to Montana myself.”  

Among other duties as fleet leader, Rahn 
arranges fuel purchases, schedules pilots, 
and coordinates their schedules with the  
biologists and game wardens who need to 
work from the air.  

The most important part of his work is 
safety. “My main job is to keep people alive,” 
he says.  

aking off in a helicopter, if you’ve never done it 
before, is anticlimactic. There’s no sense of  
acceleration as with fixed-wing aircraft. No sense 
of ceremony as on commercial flights (“This is 
your captain speaking…”). You’re strapped in, 

belts over your shoulders, helmet on, and a microphone snug 
against your lips. Then you feel a wobble. The rotor hits a 
higher pitch, and it seems like you’ve left the ground. Straight 
up at first, then tilting away. It’s not until you start picking up 
speed and the ground begins to blur that the experience starts 
to sink in. Dang, we’re flying.

HIGHLY VISIBLE Though biolo-
gists and pilots can’t observe 
every deer in a hunting district, 
they can spot animals that hunters 
and landowners may never see, 
providing FWP with insight into 
population status and trends.

T

Allen Morris Jones is a novelist, editor, and 
publisher in Bozeman.
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Ken McDonald, head of FWP’s Wildlife 
Division, agrees. “The type of flying done for 
wildlife surveys and fish stocking, flying low 
and slow, is dangerous. Our department  em-
phasizes, stresses, and stresses some more: 
safety.” 

That means following maintenance 
schedules and checks, flying only when pi-
lots determine that conditions are safe, and 
not taking unnecessary chances or skimping 
on maintenance, McDonald explains. 

  
FAWNS DOWN BELOW 

Rahn grew up in Great Falls —his father was 
a U.S. Marine pilot at Malstrom Air Force 
Base—and as a kid spent time hunting 
Arrow Creek, southeast of the Highwood 
Mountains. The ground we would be flying 
over was familiar territory.  

After picking up Petch in Stanford, Rahn 
starts flying his transects—short east-west 
passes. Low to the ground, he follows the 
rollercoaster ups and downs of the foothills. 
Deer run a few hundred feet below us, then 
stand befuddled. The transects are mapped in 
real time on Rahn’s GPS unit.  

Petch narrates his count into the voice 
memo app on his phone, held close to his 
mouth to drown the sound of the rotors. Oc-
casionally, he checks with Rahn to verify a 

number. As we pass over a small group of 
mule deer, he says, “I got one, two, three 
does. Aaand . . . two fawns. Yeah?” 

“I get that, too,” Rahn replies.  
Petch had been hired only the year be-

fore, but there was already a collegial rap-
port between him and the pilot. Rahn dips 
the helicopter quick to one side. “I need to 
go back to this corner. See that one lying out 
there in the open? There’s more below her in 
the brush. Let’s flush ’em out.”  

Petch checks his iPad where he’s been 
plugging in waypoints. “Yeah, we haven’t 
been here yet.”  

By the end of the day, Petch and Rahn 
have counted 538 mule deer in 85 separate 
groups: 372 adults and 166 fawns for a ratio 
of 44.6 fawns per 100 adults. They’ve also 
spotted coyotes and elk here and there and 
some sharp-tailed grouse on a lek. The deer 
numbers are down a bit from previous years 
but still healthy. All good data.  

The biologist and pilot aren’t trying to 
tally every deer in the area, impossible even 
from a chopper. Instead, they fly the same 
predetermined transects each year to get 
samples that represent the larger popula-
tions. The same process is used to count 
moose in northwestern Montana, bighorn 
sheep in the Missouri River Breaks, and 

mountain goats in the Absarokas.   
From the air, wildlife biologists can also 

see how healthy the animals appear, watch 
the escape routes and hiding cover they use, 
and observe other behavior not visible from 
ground surveys. The aircraft allow them to 
cover large areas of public and private land 
that would otherwise be inaccessible.  

The FWP fleet also carries staff to distant 
locales and transports research equipment 
into the backcountry.  

“We use the fleet to look at golden eagle 
nesting,” McDonald says. “We determine 
the reproductive success of wolves. We lo-
cate sage-grouse leks and check on the com-
pliance of leases and other habitat projects. 
GPS collars have helped reduce the need for 
aerial telemetry, but they can’t tell us how 
many grizzly cubs are with their mom.”  

The aircraft also stock fish.  
 

IT’S RAINING TROUT 

If you’re an angler in Montana, you might 
keep a mental log of the backcountry lakes 
where you’ve managed to catch a fish or two. 
At 9,000 feet in the Beartooths, hiking past 
a little lake, you may see a blip of a trout rise. 
How’d that fish get there, you might wonder. 

In early August, I meet fish biologist Chris 
Phillips and fish culturist Tim Helwick at the 

We’re one of the only 
  states that maintains 
   its own fleet.”

EXPERIENCED AND SEASONED  FWP chief pilot Joe Rahn flew  
military transport airplanes during the Iraq War, flew helicopters  
for the U.S. Army, and spent time as a bush pilot in Alaska.
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small airport in Red Lodge. Both work at the 
Yellowstone River Trout Hatchery in Big 
Timber, one of 12 FWP hatcheries. In the 
grass off the edge of the runway, they wait by 
a pickup rigged with an oxygenated fish tank. 
Neil Cadwell, FWP’s other full-time pilot, is 
flying in from Billings. A hand-cranked fuel 
tank sits nearby in overgrown grass. 

Phillips and Helwick primarily raise Yel-
lowstone cutthroat. Today’s four fish drops 
aim to move about 32,000 fingerlings into 
four different high-mountain lakes in the 
Beartooths. “The agency stocks 35 to 40 
lakes in a given year,” Phillips says. “And 
there’s about 300 lakes across western and 
south-central Montana in the rotation.”  

After Cadwell lands his chopper, the 
three men began moving fish from tank to 
helicopter. This will eventually be a sophis-
ticated 21st-century operation, but the day 
starts with an old-fashioned bucket line.  

Four metal fish tanks have been fitted into 
the helicopter, replacing the backseats. Each 
tank holds 14 gallons of water and roughly 
3,000 fingerlings. Cadwell helped design the 
tanks, with an oxygen system in each one to 
keep the fish alive. Each tank is hinged at the 
bottom and wired into a control panel. By 
pressing a button, Cadwell can make one of 
the four bottoms flip down, dumping fish and 
water in a lake below.  

I ride beside Cadwell on the way to Upper 
Aero and Avalanche lakes on the Beartooth 
Plateau north of Cooke City. It’s mostly tree-
less, windswept country, practically feature-
less from above. I recognize a few landmarks 
(Impasse Falls) but then am lost. Cadwell, of 
course, knows exactly where we are.  

Flying into Avalanche Lake, he says, “See 
how the wind’s coming down from the head 
end there? I need to come around so we can 
make our approach from the other side.”  

“How low do you need to be for the fish 
to survive?” I ask. 

“Well, they drop right along with the  
column of water. So we can be pretty high. 
If there’s flight obstructions, if I can’t get 
down past the trees, for instance, there’s 
still good survivability.”  

For this fish drop, Cadwell says I can do 
the honors.  

“Okay. Release on my mark. Ready?” He 
slows and tilts toward the water. “Release.” 

I push the button. There’s no click, no 
sound, no indication that the release was suc-
cessful. But Cadwell says, in a formal tone, 

watching from the side, “L-one is away.”  
Glancing behind my seat, I see that 

the forwardmost tank on the left is now 
empty. Three thousand fish, just like that. In 
a few years, Avalanche Lake below Granite 
Peak will provide a nice overnight destina-
tion for a few anglers and their pack rods. 

 
LIVING THE DREAM 

Cadwell grew up in Red Lodge and Gallatin 
Gateway. His father had an air-spraying busi-
ness, and Cadwell himself has been licensed 
to fly since 1974. After retiring from a career 
in the U.S. Army, he found his way to FWP. 
“Lying on a cot in Baghdad? This is the job I 
dreamed about. Flying wildlife,” he says. 

Returning from our second drop run, 
Cadwell shows me Sylvan Lake. “That’s 
where they come for golden trout eggs.” 
Later, he takes me over a swale where one 
particular GPS-collared grizzly bear used to 
den.  He circles a moose cow he’s spotted, 
bedded down in burnt timber. “These 
foothills, when we fly in the spring, the 

SPECIAL DELIVERY  FWP stocks roughly 300 mountain lakes because the waters lack low-gradient 
tributaries where trout can spawn and reproduce naturally. Top: unloading trout fingerlings from a 
hatchery truck into tanks in the FWP helicopter. Above: Approaching a lake in the Beartooth Mountains. 

PROUD HISTORY  FWP’s storied Aviation 
Unit dates back to the mid-20th century. 
Shown here is Ralph Cooper, the agency’s 
first chief pilot, next to fish-planting 
equipment designed for the Cessna 180, 
circa 1960. As are today’s aircraft, the 
plane was used by FWP for mountain lake 
fish stocking, wildlife surveys, and aerial 
law enforcement.
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moose and black bears are just all over this 
stuff.” The cow watches us pass. I notice a 
small-antlered bull farther down the burn.  

Cadwell tilts us back around to get an-
other look. “Oh yeah! There he is.” He grins. 
After all these years of flying, the pilot is still 
just plain delighted to see a little bull moose. 
It was infectious. I had to grin back.  

The helicopters and airplanes in FWP’s 
air fleet are tangible assets. The intangible 
assets, though, are just as valuable. The 
pilot’s juke and jive with the stick, using his 
hunter’s instinct to search a patch of cedar 
that might hide a bighorn sheep or an elk, 
the slow tilt in altitude-thin air before drop-
ping thousands of fish from a metal belly.  

After years of service to the state, the pi-
lots know Montana’s landscape better than 
anyone, and they know the animals and his-
tory of the land, too.  

That expertise is invaluable to the credi-
bility of an agency responsible for telling 
hunters, legislators, landowners, and others 
how hundreds of wildlife populations across 
the nation’s fourth-largest state are faring 
from year to year.  

Says McDonald, the wildlife chief, 
“Without our Aviation Unit and the expert-
ise they bring to game surveys, we’d be just  
another opinion out there with regards to 
wildlife population trends.” 

This is the job 
I dreamed about. 
Flying wildlife.” 

FROM ARMY COT TO FWP COCKPIT  FWP’s other  
full-time pilot, Neil Cadwell, says he’s living the 
dream he envisioned while serving as a military pilot 
during the Iraq War. 

Aircraft likely not bothering wildlife or livestock 

FWP’s air fleet is one of the most visible of the management and data-gathering tools the 
agency uses. If you’ve spent any time in Montana’s outdoors, you’ve probably seen one of 
the agency’s helicopters or small planes flying low, working the terrain.  

Given the high visibility of the aircraft, there are inevitably questions. Joe Rahn, Aviation 
Bureau chief and chief pilot, says that the main concern he hears is from people worried about 
the stress they perceive an aircraft causes for deer, elk, and other species being surveyed.  

“The fact is, though, that our aircraft really have a minimal effect on wildlife,” he says. “We 
do our surveys as quickly and efficiently as possible, counting the animals and moving on. And 
doing the surveys year after year has habituated 
many of the animals to have little or no reaction 
to the aircraft.”  

But sometimes wildlife does get spooked. To 
ensure the planes and helicopters don’t ruin 
someone’s hunt, FWP suspends survey flights in 
November. “We may do emergency work or 
transportation flights then, but for the most part 
the fleet is grounded during big game rifle sea-
son,” Rahn says.   

FWP also receives occasional complaints from 
ranchers who believe the low-flying aircraft are 
alarming their livestock. “I understand their concern, but in 20 years of doing this work, I have 
yet to see a cow react by taking more than a few steps,” Rahn says. “A calf will run to its mother, 
but that’s about it. Most of the livestock-related calls we get are usually from curious ranchers 
that haven’t seen our aircraft before. I call them back and explain what we’re doing.”  

Rahn is sympathetic to the public’s concerns and questions. “What I want people to know 
is that we’re out there doing necessary work for the department with the least impact we 
can manage. We’re aware of their concerns and try to be as courteous and cause the least 
amount of disruption as possible.” n

FWP game survey flight  
in Paradise Valley.
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