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No country of the temperate zone can begin to compare
with South Asia, and, above all, tropical and subtropical
Africa, in the number and size of those great beasts of the
chase which are known to hunters as big game; but after
the Indian and African hunting-grounds, the best are still
those of North America. Until a few years before 1897 there
were large regions, even in the United States, where the
teeming myriads of wild game, though of far fewer and less
varied species, almost equalled the multitudes found in
South Africa, and much surpassed those found anywhere
else in point of numbers, though inferior in variety to those
of India.





This, however, is now a thing of the past. The bison,
which was the most characteristic animal of the American
fauna, has been practically exterminated. There remained in
1897, however, a fair abundance of all other kinds of game.
Perhaps, on the whole, the one affording most sport from
the stand-point of the hardy and skilful hunter is the big-
horn, though in size and in magnificence of horn it is
surpassed by some of the wild sheep of Asia.

There is a spice of danger in the pursuit of the grizzly-
bear—the largest of all the land bears—especially in Alaska,
where it is even larger than its Kamtchatkan brother. The
moose and the wapiti—ordinarily called the elk—are closely
related to the Old-World representatives of their kind; but
the moose is a little larger and the wapiti very much larger
than any of their European or Asiatic kinsfolk. In particular,
the elk, or wapiti, is the stateliest of all deer, and the most
beautiful of American game beasts.





It is a pity we cannot always call the wapiti by its right
name, but the hunters and settlers never know him as
anything but the elk, and I fear it would be pedantry to try
to establish his rightful title. In former days the elk ranged
to tide-water on the Atlantic coast. A few lingered in
Pennsylvania until 1869, and throughout the middle of the
century they were abundant on the great plains. In 1888 I
shot one on the Little Missouri, however. In many parts of
the Rocky Mountains and of the Coast Range the species is
still as abundant as ever, and this is especially true of
northwestern Wyoming, since that great animal-preserve
the Yellowstone Park swarms with elk, and is their natural
nursery and breeding-ground.





The elk is the lordliest of his kind throughout the world.
The Scotch stag is a pygmy but a fourth his size. The stags
of eastern Europe are larger than those of Scotland, and in
Asia larger still, approaching in size a small wapiti. They are
all substantially alike except in size.

The wapiti is rather easier to kill than the deer, because
his size makes it easier to see him; and he is slower in his
movements, so that he is easier to hit. When pressed he can
gallop very hard for a few hundred yards, but soon becomes
tired. The trot is his natural gait, and this he can keep up for
hours at a time, going at a pace which makes it necessary
for a horse to gallop smartly to overtake him, and clearing
great logs in his stride, while he dodges among the thick
timber in a really marvellous way, when one comes to think
of the difficulty he must have in handling his great antlers.





Late in September the rut begins, and then the elk
gather in huge bands, while the great bulls fight vicious
battles for leadership. Hunters call this the whistling-time,
because throughout its continuance the bulls are very noisy,
continually challenging one another. Their note is really not
much like a whistle. It consists of two or three bars, rising
and then falling, ending with a succession of grunts; the
tone of voice varies greatly in different individuals; but when
heard at a little distance in the heart of the great wooded
wilderness the sound is very musical, and to me—and, I
suppose, to most hunters—it is one of the most attractive
sounds in all nature.




