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By Joel Bender

I thought I was pretty lucky in 2008, drawing an Alaska 14C 
Dall sheep tag. It was a lucky draw and an incredible hunt 

capped off with a beautiful ram and an adventure with my 
guide and longtime friend, Lance Kronberger, of Freelance 
Outdoor Adventures. But lady luck wasn’t quite done with 
me and I managed to draw the second season TOK Dall 
sheep tag for 2009. I think of it as a bit of karma, life 
paying me back for 30 odd years of guiding other people on 
to big game. Now it was my time to get that trophy sheep 
I’d dreamed about, and it was again time to pack my bags 
for Alaska.

We wanted to fly out of TOK Junction early on August 26th 
for the bush but we didn’t find a gap in the weather until 

the late afternoon. There would be four of us in the bush 
for the 10 day hunt: Lance and his guide, Johnny Rydeen, 
another hunter named Dave Embry, and myself. We were 
all going to camp and hunt together and Dave would get the 
first crack at a ram. Lance had sent Johnny into the hunting 
area early for 3 days of scouting before we planned to show 
up, so with any luck we would have a happy face and a set 
camp to greet us that night.

The Super Cub finally rolled to a bouncing stop on the dirt 
runway in the bottom of the high valley and the adventure 
began. We set out immediately for camp, hoping to cover 
most of the seven uphill miles to camp before darkness set 
in. It was slow going with no trail and loaded packs. We 
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fi nally make it into camp well past dark, fi ghting through 
the howling wind. For 3 days unfortunately, Johnny had 
little to do but set up our two tents and wait, the clouds 
had been so thick and low it made glassing impossible and 
he had only been able to see a few scattered, small rams 
during breaks in the weather. We went to bed hoping for 
the fresh start a new day would bring.

However, the morning of the 27th brought anything but. 
The ripping winds and all encompassing fog made scouting 
impossible and we weren’t able to leave the tents all day.

The next morning, opening day, was a completely different 

story and we took full advantage of the relatively calm and 
clear weather. We were up early, had a quick breakfast, 
shouldered the packs and guns, and headed for higher 
ground. Several hours and 2,000' higher we were hunkered 
in the sharp rocks on the top of a ridge when Lance 
whispered, “Rams bedded in the bottom.” Through the 
spotting scopes we could see four rams bedded in the wide 
valley below us, two legal but one obviously bigger than the 
others. Dave liked what he saw and we started dropping 
elevation to get into shooting position. The weather began 
deteriorating and by the time we dropped the couple 
thousand feet to get into shooting position the snow was 
blowing sideways. We got into position and Lance and Dave 

Joel Bender and Lance Kronberger with Joel's 2008 Ram
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both agreed on the bigger of the two rams. He made a great 
shot from 450 yards and the ram was down. The ram was 
a great old warrior, 14 years old with 38 ½” horns. I was 
quite envious and began to wonder what was left in the hills 
for me. We wasted no time getting ready to transport the 
ram back to camp, as it was a long way back and daylight 
was burning.

As before it was slow going, with rough terrain and heavy 
packs. Suffi ce it to say that while we hustled, it was 
midnight by the time we made camp in a driving rain and 
snow storm. Luckily Johnny had the freeze dried dinners 
fi xed in record time.

The weather was whipping and snowing all night, but luckily 
dawn broke calm and clear. No matter how good your gear 
is, there comes a point where constant rain and fog will 
beat it, so we spread out all our sodden gear and let it dry 
until 10. Dave and Johnny loaded their packs with the ram 
and their gear and took off for the airstrip; from there on 
out it was just Lance and I. After Johnny and Dave left, 
Lance and I put on our mostly dry gear and headed out 
to glass. We hiked up the same ridge as the day before, 
only there were thigh-deep drifts of snow. We glassed for 
hours, fi nally spotting the fi rst group of rams in the early 
afternoon.

We were looking at this group of rams through the spotting 
scopes from across the valley but we needed to get closer, 
so we both decided to make the push to get within range 

of the group. But, again nature interfered with us the best 
she could. Seemingly in a moment the steady gray ceiling 
of clouds descended, obscuring the ridges above us and 
bringing the rain and cold. As the weather picked up we 
looked at each other and made the decision to abandon the 
rams for the day and just get back to camp. The dropping 
clouds turned to a foggy rain, the rain turned to snow, and 
at dark the snow became a whiteout. Nice to have a GPS 
to confi rm camp!

Having decided that we didn’t want to repeat the long, cold 

Dave Embry with his 38 1/2" ram
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march of the night before, we packed up camp and dropped 
1,500' only to climb another thousand feet to another valley 
that would be our new camp. By 10 o’clock camp was set 
and we were climbing the next 1,500' to get up and over 
into the valley where we’d seen the rams the day before. 
Remarkably, we spotted the rams from yesterday across the 
valley and far below us. Yet again we dropped elevation, 
down toward the bottom of the valley and hunkered down 
behind a prominent ridge. We were still a ways from the 
bottom of the valley, and while Lance was looking at a 
group of rams on the opposite sidewall I noticed another 

group of grams on the valley fl oor, bedded down far below 
us.

I keyed in on one ram right away and told Lance he better 
take a look at him. The ram had all the right features, horns 
tipping up and out past full curl, but because of the angle 
we couldn’t tell just how deep the curl was or how heavy. 
We sneaked as close as we dared, 300 yards, and kept 
looking at the ram. The rams were still bedded down but 
my mind was made up, I was going to shoot when the ram 
stood up and gave a good angle. A half hour later he fi nally 

joel Bender with his 2009 Ram
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got up to feed and the adrenaline kicked in. Unbelievably 
the ram proceeded to act like some runway model showing 
all the angles we’d been missing: left, right, straight at us 
– and there was no doubt this was the one. I managed to 
ignore my pounding heart, steadied my breathing, and put 
the ram down.

I was speechless when we got to the ram. The tape showed 
42 1/4" and 14" bases, 10 years old, and he was definitely 
the best ram of the bunch. Jack O’Connor would be proud. 
As we were dressing the ram it started to sink in just how 
special he was – beyond a lifetime ram. After pictures, 
caping, and boning out the meat we loaded up for camp. 

Although the excitement continued, there was definitely 
a gravity storm that hit my body going up and over those 
ridges. It was brutal to make it to camp before dark.

My thanks go first of all to my good friend, Lance, for all 
his dedication and hard work – he runs a great outfit and it 
shows. This ram is somewhere north of 60 plus sheep Lance 
has guided and turns out to be his best so far, clocking in 
at 169 2/8 SCI green. But numbers only mean so much and 
the 6 days of hard hiking and tough weather will turn into 
a lifetime of memories. Besides, with the quality of rams 
left in that little corner of the world, I will definitely try to 
draw on Lady Luck again.
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