
LIVING SPACE

By Amy Bulger, editor

I awoke to heavy snorts outside the window at day-
light, but I had gone to sleep alone.

In the near dark the night before, I found the 
edge of a Wyoming Game and Fish Department 

wildlife habitat management area, divided by fence 
and cattle guard from the BLM land used for grazing 
on the other side. I camped on the Game and Fish 
side, where thick, tall sage dictated I sleep in the 
truck. At daybreak, a curious calf left her bovine 
brethren a half-mile below in the valley to become 
my fuzzy welcoming committee of one.

I was alone on another elk scouting trip. Hunters 
frequently charge deep into the back roads of a hunt 
area looking for the places we imagine we’ll find 
unique experiences. But more than once, these back 
roads have doled out more than I bargained for in 
lessons of self-reliance and adaptability. This would 
be another.

The little brown cow stuck her head through the 
fence and mooed as I boiled water for coffee. She 
showed off with leaps, kicks and head shakes. I as-
sumed her excitement was linked to the color of my 
truck, maybe the same as the one that dumps her 
daily feed in the valley below.

As I poured the perked brew, a ker-flup ruckus 
came from behind me, then an eerie quiet. I turned 
to see only ears poking above the sage near the cattle 
guard. Then came the moans. 

I scampered to the road, coffee in hand. All I saw 
was half a cow. The top half. She had walked across 
the cattle guard and fallen in, her belly completely 
flat against the rails, legs dangling into the concrete 
culvert below. Ground beef. 

The look on her face gave away her surprise at 
how cattle guards worked. We stared at each other. I 
felt mildly responsible for her predicament, and sud-
denly guilty for living in cities all my life. I scanned 
the two-track all the way to the horizon. I hadn’t 
seen another car for 16 hours. I wasn’t going to get 
that lucky.

“So… can you figure this out on your own?” I 
asked out loud. 

The whites of the calf ’s eyes bulged in fear. My 
mind raced. She let out a frothy, slobbering moan. 
Leaving wasn’t an option. Could I lasso her neck and 
pull her out? No rope. Walk up confidently and bear 
hug her neck, muscle our way out of this? No way. 
She was young, but not small. 

I resorted to technology. Yes, I YouTube’d it. But 
the search pulled up only one other such bovine 
predicament. The video showed a full-grown heifer 
in a similar position and an entire fire department 
called in to help. I had enough cell service to text 
but not to make a call to a game warden or ranch 
house landline, or the fire department. 

The sun was rising on the prime scouting time I’d 
driven four hours to be a part of, and the gravity of 
the situation was sinking in. I tore apart my truck. 
No boards. No rope. Nothing for leverage. Just a 
few wedges of cut firewood I keep in the truck for 
emergencies. This surely wasn’t the emergency I’d 
had in mind. 

But this might work.
I balanced on the cattle guard next to her, work-

ing the pointed wedges of wood into the grates so 
the flat sides became platforms between the rails for 
her front hooves. She worked one front leg out and 
got a solid foothold. Then the other, enough to shuf-
fle the rest of herself comically out. And when mo-
mentum pushed her toward me, I heaved into her 
shoulder like a linebacker to stick her into reverse.

I think we were both shocked it worked. From 
her side of the cattle guard she gave a kick of her 
back legs and trotted around in a small circle. 
Nothing broken.

The sun was blazing through the windshield as 
she got smaller in my rearview mirror. I’d driven a 
couple hundred miles to scout and missed my best 
chance. My archery elk season was opening in a few 
days, my plan of being prepared dwindling. I hadn’t 
seen anything this trip. And yet, I left thinking that 
now I’d surely seen it all.

Ground beefplan of pushing a couple warm beer cans into 
the snow.

“I let nature do the work for me,” he says 
with a straight face and proud countenance. 
“They’ll be perfect by the time we’re done 
hunting.”

Most importantly, he knows that this 
is not a light undertaking and he sees the 
equation as out of balance. Knowing this, 
he quotes, inaccurately, various voices of 
conservation, from Aldo Leopold to Native 
Americans. He names the animals and plants 
and gives me his camera to take pictures. He 
encourages me to save and paint the wings 
of the widgeon and doesn’t mock me when I 
put the feathers in my hair. I know this is an 
empty act of the “self-adornment generation” 
and carries none of the reverence native to 
this land. But what else to do with the feath-
ers? One little feather holds so much beauty, 
pattern, complexity. And all those feathers 
together? Only a madman could come up 
with such a design.

Christmas Eve was a sunny, balmy, 
40-degree day. As we approached our spot 
we saw amongst another hunter’s abandoned 
decoys a different bird.

We got out of the truck and walked the 
quarter-mile to the water. Nearing our spot 
only half the ducks flew away, the others 
decoys. But, there was this other creature. 
We walked a little closer. It was big, like a 
goose, but different. It didn’t flee, swimming 
peacefully in the pond. The warm sunlight 
cast a pink glow on its body. We got clos-
er and closer, repeating our mantra, “what 
is it?” We softly named its oddly ineffable 
attributes until the big, bright bird, with ap-
parent reluctance, started to run across the 
water. It ran for what seemed too long, right 
in front of us — Dan’s gun following it — 
and we watch it lift off into the air, over the 
ice. I didn’t get a picture, my own agenda 
forgotten in the beauty of the moment, and I 
hear Dan assure me, “I’m not going to shoot; 
I’m not going to kill it.”
 —Kate O’Hara is a writer and artist based in Casper. 

This is a condensed version of her essay by the 
same title that won the 2019 Wyoming Arts Council 

creative writing fellowship award for nonfiction.

Waterfowl hunting can be exciting 
introductions to hunting through 

the Hunter Mentor program, giving 
those new to the sport a chance 

to watch dogs work, call birds and 
identify species in flight.
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