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FOREWORD

If there is one aspect about whitetail hunting that is talked about in countless deer camps across North America, it is without question the rut and the unbridled anticipation it generates among hunters. Conversations about the rut are responsible for stirring up a wide variety of opinions, hearsay, contradictions, and heated debates.

The subject can get so intense that it can, on rare occasions, even promote fisticuffs. If that seems farfetched to you, let me share a brief story. I was hunting moose in late October in Newfoundland along with a group of other hunters from different areas of the Northeast. One morning during breakfast a couple of the hunters began talking about how excited they were to get back to New York to hunt whitetails because the “rut would soon be on.” That simple statement started a low-key debate between the New Yorkers and a group of hunters from Pennsylvania. It began cordially enough, but when it reached a point about what triggers the rut and when it actually begins, tempers flared. It ended when one hunter from New York actually socked one of the Pennsylvania hunters in the nose! Thankfully, most debates and conversations about the rut rarely lead to physical combat.

But the point is that many hunters don’t fully understand all aspects of the whitetail’s breeding season. That’s understandable, because there is so much misinformation about the rut on television, in magazine articles and books, and on YouTube and the web. This eventually leads hunters into believing a lot of half-truths, contradictions, and myths about the rut.

That’s an unfortunate situation, because it accounts for a sizeable number of deer hunters being left in a grey area when it comes to hunting rutting bucks. It also accounts for many hunters missing out on the very best period of time to kill a trophy buck. But it doesn’t have to be that way. In fact, gathering solid information about the rut, and understanding how to apply that to your own hunting, is about to get much easier for you now that you own a copy of Hunting Rutting Bucks: Secrets for Tagging the Biggest Buck of Your Life! by the late deer-hunting expert John Trout, Jr.

John Trout, Jr. was perhaps one of the most knowledgeable outdoor writers about all subjects related to hunting white-tailed deer. His skills and understanding of the whitetail’s biology, behavior, and anatomy were impressive. Among deer hunting authorities in the outdoor industry, Trout’s reputation for providing hard-core factual information about all elements of hunting whitetails, particularly during the rut, were second to none.

Trout’s writings made it clear to all who read his works that he gained his deer hunting expertise the hard way—through decades of real-world hunting. Trout was first and foremost a highly capable deer hunter who eventually became a first-rate deer hunting authority. I know this first hand, as I have read every book and most of the magazine articles he wrote about deer hunting.

If you want to achieve a master’s degree in the rut, now is your chance with Hunting Rutting Bucks by John Trout, Jr. The information contained in this volume will definitely give you an edge on taking the buck of a lifetime during any phase of the rut (pre-rut, primary-rut, or post-rut).

Peter J. Fiduccia a.k.a. The Deer Doctor
2019





INTRODUCTION

For just a moment, stop and think about the “rut.” You probably visualize a huge buck on the move in pursuit of a hot doe. Yep, that’s a good description and a fair judgment. But as the old saying goes, “That’s not all folks.”

Let me remind you of one important fact: More often than not, we tag trophy bucks because they did something wrong—not because we did something right. With that out of the way, I can proceed and tell you how this book can help you to reverse that fact.

The rut consists of hundreds of factors that lead up to the moment of breeding. These aspects occur in three cycles, and they all tie together, like a complete and perfect puzzle. It begins during pre-rut, slowly progresses into the primary rut, and tapers off during the post-rut. Any deer hunter with bow or gun who understands these factors, and knows when in the cycle a given factor will occur, is conceivably a major step closer to tagging a trophy whitetail buck.

If there’s one misconception about the rut, it has to be that most individuals consider it to be only a period of a few days when all bucks are vulnerable and about to commit the biggest mistake of their lives. For the remainder of this book, we’ll pitch that theory right out the door. As you will see in the pages that follow, the rut lasts for months. Sometimes it’s hot. Sometimes it’s not. It can be dead one hour and come to life the next. However, the rut is always an opportunity for deer hunters, and that’s what this book is about. It provides an array of advanced tactics for each stage of the rut—from the onset of the first day to the final moments of the last.

As a collector of vintage hunting magazines, I’ve had many chances to read lots of old publications. If, like me, you’ve ever enjoyed a glance through those published before the 1950s, you probably noticed that deer-hunting articles focused on the basics—stalking or waiting in ambush along a trail between a food source and a bedding area. Seeing the term “rut” was as rare as finding a walnut hanging on an oak tree.

Today’s deer-hunting stories are far different and many have a distinct focus on the rut. There have been several books written about bucks in rut, not to mention countless magazine articles. However, even the rut-topic pieces of today tend to focus on one phase in particular, making it doubly difficult to understand the rut in its entirety.

I’ve always looked at the rut as a long continuation of habits. Consider a few of my magazine articles. I recall one titled “The Pre-Rut Frenzy,” which told why bucks are often vulnerable several weeks before the primary rut. Then there was one called “Hot Scrapes or Rub Lines” that discussed the best of those to hunt when the breeding had begun. Moreover, I can’t forget one of my post-rut pieces called “Late-Season Madness,” which gave the details of ambushing bucks as they busily enjoyed the second rut. Each ranged from 2,000 to 2,500 words, but word count was the only thing these rut-hunting stories had in common. They never discussed the same tactics.

In this book, you’ll find proven tactics for pursuing bucks in each phase of the rut, beginning to end, with an emphasis on trophy whitetail bucks. Certainly, what is a trophy buck in the eyes of one person might be different in the eyes of another. Thus, when I say “trophy” I mean “mature.” And although mature bucks practice rutting habits similar to those of younger bucks, there are differences, as you’ll soon read about. You’re likely to be amazed by what you discover.

This book leans toward the advanced stages of pursuing mature bucks. It will get you off overused master trails and into those areas where perseverance can lead you to a big buck.

You’ll read about both bow and gun hunting techniques. Some tactics will apply to one or the other. Some strategies will apply to both methods. There are also plenty of anecdotes, since I’ve always believed one of the best ways to perceive a certain point is to share someone else’s firsthand experience.

Although I did not include detailed chapters devoted exclusively to bow- or gun-hunting tactics, you’ll find I get descriptive about each.

For instance, I have been an avid archery hunter ever since I started pursuing whitetails more than forty years ago. For me, hunting always begins on the first day of the early archery season and continues until the last day of the late-archery season, if I carry an unfilled tag. Even if I do not have a tag, I’m usually setting up stands and continuing to be of help to someone. Thus, my deer hunting is seldom interrupted by schedules outside of the woods.

Between the archery seasons, I don’t miss an opportunity to hunt with gun, be it during the regular firearm season or the special blackpowder season. You get the point. I love the outdoors and relish every hunting occasion. This multitude of experiences has given me an insight on the rut, and made it possible for me to shoot several huge bucks.

Now that you know I hunt with both bow and gun and whenever opportunity allows, I will tell you that even when I hunt with a firearm, I always think like a bowhunter. It has allowed me to get close to big rutting bucks, and it has certainly been a plus for filling tags.

Another point I should make is that certain dates in the rut won’t be discussed. The primary-rut period, for example, might occur around November 10 where I reside but not until about December 30 in your area. Thus, it wouldn’t make much sense to provide a certain date as the best time to perform any given tactic. The primary rut is decided by lots of factors including latitude, which is why the primary rut in Alabama is considerably later than the same phase in Minnesota.

Speaking of primary rut, I originally considered calling the second phase “peak-rut.” My long-time friend and seasoned deer hunting veteran, Peter Fiduccia, rightfully suggested I use the term “primary rut,” and rightfully so. The primary rut lasts for a period of a few days, while the peak is actually a much shorter episode, limited to 24 hours at most. When discussing the primary rut in this book, you’ll see the mention of peak only as it is used to pinpoint the hottest day of the season.

The rut-hunting tactics herein are based upon “smart” deer. In other words, I have hunted all my life in areas where hunting pressure has always existed. Sometimes it has been public land, sometimes private. Sometimes one area gets more pressure than others. However, never have I hunted behind a fence, nor has anyone else associated with this book. So the strategies I discuss cannot be relied upon if you are accustomed to fence hunts.

Before going on, let me say a little more about fenced hunt operations. They have long been a way for some landowners to make money, and it is true that the size of an operation matters. The bigger the area, the more wary whitetails become, which is why it doesn’t bother some folks to hunt behind a fence. However, the amount of acreage does not eliminate certain facts: Fenced operations control their own harvests. No wild deer can come in or out. Supplemental feeding is a factor. Genetics are purchased, some for breeding purposes and some for being shot “Johnny-on-the-spot.” Even on large amounts of acreage, many deer in the enclosure are bottle-fed deer and raised by humans. Enough said. It’s your business if you hunt behind a fence and I’m not necessarily passing judgment. But that is why I say the advanced rut-hunting tactics in this book apply only to “smart” deer.

The book is divided into three sections, one on each phase of the rut—pre-rut, primary and post-rut—and each section contains several chapters. The book begins at the moment the velvet comes off the antlers and ends when the antlers are shed.

You’ll find the pre-rut section to a bit longer than the others, simply because this period offers the best opportunities to pattern and kill a mature buck.

You’ll read about early-autumn rubs and discover which ones offer the best hunting opportunities. There’s a chapter about the methods for deciphering the types of trails you come across, and for determining whether to hunt rubs or scrapes. You’ll also read about tracking a wounded buck during primary rut, and how it compares to tracking one in the pre-rut or post-rut periods.

Any hunter who kills big bucks consistently has not been privileged enough to always be in the right place at the right time. Individuals that have done so have mastered the rut in its entirety. That’s what this book is all about. In reading it cover-to-cover, and allowing the photos to speak for themselves, you’ll master the rutting tricks-of-the-trade, and learn more about the habits of the whitetail than you ever dreamed possible.

—John Trout, Jr.





SECTION ONE

The Pre-Rut
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1

Anatomy of the Pre-Rut

It’s late summer, the time of year when whitetail bucks commonly hang together, sometimes grooming each other and removing insects. They share the same bedding areas, trails and food sources. They have no quarrels to speak of. Their antlers are covered in velvet, necks remain thin and the breeding is months away. Amazingly, within days it will all change. While many deer hunters are occupied with outside projects and not yet thinking about the deer woods, the velvet on antlers will come off, testicles will swell and testosterone will rise. The pre-rut period has begun!

A buck’s antlers start growing the moment he sheds them in winter or early spring, although they won’t be visible for several weeks. The antlers will grow hour by hour, reaching maximum size by the middle of summer, when bucks’ testosterone is at its lowest level. That’s not to say a buck won’t breed if opportunity allows.
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By midsummer the antlers harden and a buck’s testosterone level begins to rise.

I have been fortunate to study several pen-raised whitetails over the years. One old doe named Julie gave birth to fawns each summer from the time she was two-years-old until she turned eight. She has had no more fawns since after her eighth birthday, even though she remains quite healthy and her teeth still get the job done on the high-protein diet she is fed. Despite not impregnating, though, she comes into estrus in late November or early December each year and continues to breed. Sis (don’t ask how he got that name), a seven-year-old buck in the same pen, always breeds her, and breeds her and breeds her. In fact, Julie and Sis breed monthly up until April.
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A captive doe named Julie is shown here with the last two fawns she had at age eight. Now eleven years old, she still breeds from November through March, although she never becomes impregnated.

Sis typically loses his antlers in February. Thus, even though his testosterone is at its lowest, he won’t pass up a golden opportunity. I should add, he breeds other does and all of them give birth to fawns each year, so clearly Julie’s lack of fawns is not due to any problem with Sis. For all this Sis is grateful, even though he’s worn out and down to skin-and-bones when the breeding finally ends.

By the way, at the time of this writing, Julie is eleven-years-old and still breeding at least five months out of the year like she always has, with twenty-four to twenty-eight days between her breeding episodes. Research has shown that some does have bred six times without impregnating. Wouldn’t you like to have one like that running around in your hunting area?

When you stop and think about it, it’s good news that the old doe doesn’t impregnate when bred in spring—one of nature’s marvels. It makes certain that fawns will be born when they have the best chance of surviving. Consider that a doe will carry a fawn more than two hundred days. Cold weather and scarcity of food would make it difficult on both the fawn and doe if she gave birth in November.

It is the long daylight hours of summer that cause a buck’s hormones to increase and testicles to grow–the first progressive stage of the pre-rut period. This is when sperm first appear in his semen and blood stops circulating in the velvet covering of his antlers.

Some hunters have gotten the idea that velvet comes off the antlers because of rubbing, but the skin is actually ready to come off soon after the bone hardens. Once the blood no longer flows through, the velvet decays, shreds and begins to separate from the antlers. Portions might hang by threads, often prompting a buck to scrape his antlers against a bush, tree, or the ground in an attempt to rid the nuisance. Bucks make it a point not to leave even one small piece of the velvet. When the velvet is first removed, the antlers might have a reddish color, which is actually a blood stain. Some claim the entire velvet-shedding process can take up to thirty-six hours, although I have never seen it last more than twenty-four. In every case, I have observed a buck one day, only to see his velvet gone the next.
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The pre-rut phase begins the moment bucks begin shedding their velvet. The velvet is usually removed within twenty-four hours.

The removal of the velvet, and the thrashing of antlers against objects to remove it, seem to spark the buck’s desire to rub trees, an act of frustration and, actually, another sexual stage of the pre-rut. Bucks love to get real nasty, breaking and destroying anything within their power. Locating and hunting these early-autumn rubs are often beneficial, as you’ll read later in this pre-rut section. Keep in mind, once a buck starts rubbing in the pre-rut season, he may rub several trees daily.

It’s also true that some bucks, particularly young ones, will begin sparring within days of removing the velvet. Sparring builds up neck muscles for future battles and establishes who’s king-of-the-hill. Some young bucks probably spar for entertainment. Regardless of why bucks spar, it is the reason that rattling often lures them in during the pre-rut period.

I’ve spent hours photographing wild turkeys and have recorded numerous pecking order fights among the toms when breeding occurs, but pecking order events among whitetails are different. The only ones I’ve seen had nothing to do with the rut. In areas where numerous mature bucks exist, a hierarchy is usually established before the breeding begins, usually during the early portion of the pre-rut. This can change in late pre-rut, or during primary rut. When one buck overlaps another’s territory, knock-down, drag-out fights can occur. During pre-rut, most mature bucks will not challenge each other, unless there’s a breeding doe around.
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Sparring begins almost the moment velvet is removed and intensifies as autumn progresses. It is one of the first noticeable gestures behaviors of the pre-rut phase, even though mature bucks do very little sparring, if any sparring.

Note the distinction between fights and spars. Sparring is quite friendly and more of a practice amongst young bucks than mature ones. When they spar, bucks poke antlers without much force and shove at each other with little energy. When bucks actually fight, body size is just as much a factor as antler size, and the energy behind the pushing, antlers against antlers, often decides the winner.

Some buck fights never get started during the pre-rut period only because one buck simply intimidated another by slicking back his ears against his neck. His hair rises like he just stuck his hoof in an electrical socket, and the aggressive gestures often scare away an opponent.

Bachelor groups are common in both late summer and even early autumn after the velvet has shed. Does usually avoid bucks, but it doesn’t really matter since the bucks don’t really want to hang out with the does. What’s crucial for hunters to know is that mature bucks in pre-rut seem to have their own areas away from other bucks. They tend to form their own groups or, more often, they hang out alone. It’s uncommon to see a three- or four-year-old buck hanging out with two or three others just past their first birthday. The bachelor groups typically fall apart before or within days of the velvet shedding.

Scraping in the pre-rut period is common. Bucks often begin scraping the ground shortly after removing the velvet, although some deer have been noted scraping one month before the velvet came off. Pre-rut scrapes typically show up along fringes, but bucks seldom visit them regularly. Scrapes that include “licking branches” and applications of glandular substances are usually the most important. These usually start showing up about one week before the breeding begins, and I’ve found that the more bucks there are in a given area, the more pre-rut scraping occurs.

However, I have never enjoyed success hunting scrapes during pre-rut. Hunting scrapes is tough business anytime, but I believe early-season scrapes only cost you precious time. In other words, you will have the best chance of killing a mature buck during the pre-rut season if you concentrate on other tactics. (The primary rut is a different story, which you’ll read about later.)
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In late summer and even early autumn, mature bucks often hang together. This routine subsides shortly after the velvet is removed.

The difference of what happens in each of these rut phases is astronomical. Although we commonly see doe-chasing occur during the primary rut, it’s far more typical of the pre-rut. A young buck will consistently “bird-dog,” coming up behind a doe and rapidly approaching for a short distance of about thirty yards, stomping his feet hard against the ground, with his head low and his neck extended as far as it can go. Mature bucks seldom chase does in pre-rut, knowing the time is not right. They wait, and will even tolerate the younger bucks making total fools of themselves.

We know that decreasing sunlight affects the estrus cycle of the does just as it affects the testosterone rise in bucks. The difference, during pre-rut at least, is that does give no outward signals of the coming rut—at least none that researchers and hunters can see. Bucks rub antlers, make scrapes and get aggressive. Does don’t pay any attention to scrapes, nor do anything aggressively with their heads and glands, and they don’t care about other does of the same age group nearby. Make no mistake, though, the pre-rut phase is working on them, and the bucks know it, probably through the scent of the does’ gland secretions and urine.

So how long does the pre-rut last? Of the three phases—pre-rut, primary rut and post-rut—the pre-rut and post-rut periods offer the longest hunting opportunities. The primary rut is shorter—governed by the does’ major but brief breeding cycle—and typically lasts for about two weeks, including a peak-day. Thus, consider that one week before and one week after that peak day is the primary rut period. Every moment that follows the bucks’ loss of velvet, up to one week before the primary rut, can be considered the pre-rut period. This could be just a few weeks or perhaps several.
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The length of the pre-rut phase is dependant upon when the breeding begins. In some areas, the breeding begins as early as September, although in most regions it will begin some time between November and January.

Most bucks in a given area will shed their velvet during a two-week period, but not all bucks in the area lose their velvet the same day. I remember seeing one buck in the process of losing his on August 13—extremely early for the area I was in—and another buck in the same area with his velvet peeling off during the second week of September of the same year. Researchers have noted that older bucks often lose their velvet before yearling bucks, primarily because of higher peaks in testosterone levels.

Consider, too, that breeding starts earlier in some areas than others because decreasing sunlight is not the only factor that controls buck and doe hormones, as once believed. For this reason, some bucks and does breed as early as September, while others breed in November and some breed in January.

There is no question in my mind that weather affects your chances of intercepting a pre-rut buck. During the breeding season, weather might not matter as much, but when the bugs are plentiful and Indian summer persists, it can hurt. I’ve most certainly had better luck some years than others, simply because of temperatures and an early arrival of the first frost. Nevertheless, don’t think for a moment you can’t kill a mature buck if it’s ninety degrees and mosquitoes are buzzing. Many hunters have done so because they patterned a buck.
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Unlike bucks in the breeding season, that when bucks often move through open areas at any hour of the day, bucks during in the pre-rut seldom make those mistakes.

I’ve always said that anyone can kill a buck during the primary rut if they hunt hard. You only have to be a little lucky to end up in the right area at right moment. It takes little scouting to get lucky, and little knowledge of a rutting buck’s habits to take advantage of an easy kill. Bucks make mistakes by moving consistently in search of does. Some folks hunt all their lives hoping to shoot a record-book deer, yet some individuals do it on opening day the first time they go hunting, but only because that hunt took place at the peak of the breeding period. That’s not to say that any of us can shoot a mature buck every season during rut just by getting lucky, however. Section II of this book includes several chapters dedicated to tactics for killing big bucks during rut. I’m just saying that the primary rut is the easiest time to get the job done.

On the other hand, I believe hunters who have enjoyed successes in pre-rut have accomplished great feats. During pre-rut, bucks are not vulnerable and prone to making “dumb” mistakes. Whitetails have always been creatures of habit, but during pre-rut, they stick even closer to certain rules. They seldom move about four hours after dawn or four hours before dusk like they often do in primary rut. They seldom cover a mile or two overnight and wind up in a strange area, like they consistently do in primary rut. They seldom cross open fields in the middle of the day or bed down just anywhere they happen to be, like they often do in primary rut.

Nevertheless, a good hunter can cause bucks in pre-rut to make mistakes. As I just said, deer are creatures of habit in late summer and early autumn, and this sets the stage for patterning a buck during the pre-rut period. Figure out what he’s eating and where he’s bedding, get to understand his personality, and he could be yours. That’s all easier said than accomplished, but some hunters have taken plenty of big whitetails during the pre-rut period because they patterned a buck accurately.

A limited home range makes it easier to pattern bucks in the pre-rut period, although the distance they roam will vary from area-to-area. Weather, predators, and hunting pressure play a key role. However, most of the time during primary rut a buck says goodbye to his home range and, as you know, many never make it back.

In pre-rut, a mature buck’s home range might be only a hundred acres or up to a square mile. The latter is usually not the case in pre-rut. Either way, you can bet that when the breeding begins, a buck won’t be spending much time at home.

In early autumn, most deer refuse to leave their home range. For example, a 1970 study indicated that one young buck fitted with a radio collar was chased out of his home range by dogs on several occasions. He always returned within a few hours. After so many chases, he finally set up a temporary home a long way off, only to return close to the home range on a couple of other occasions. The young buck spent the primary rut in an entirely new area.

Does typically have smaller home ranges than bucks. One five-year study in Texas showed that some does shared a home range of about 93 acres, two does had larger ranges of 502 acres, while another had a home range of 690 acres. The same study indicated the bucks had an average home range of 1,079 acres. Researchers noted, however, that the deer’s home range decreased in spring and summer when bucks were growing antlers and does were with fawns. The does then kept their home ranges to twenty-four acres and, strangely, the bucks settled for thirteen.

Another interesting study occurred on Crab Orchard National Wildlife Refuge in Illinois. It showed that in 1962, only one percent of the deer observed early in the year on the refuge were killed elsewhere later that year, compared to seventeen percent in 1965. The researcher linked the difference to increasing population and human pressure.

As for mature bucks, I’m not so sure they get as far away from their home range as do young bucks. I’m speaking of the primary rut, of course. It’s just that I have seen several big bucks in one area during the pre-rut, only to see them again in the primary rut close to where they were the first time. I sincerely believe that mature bucks become home-range conscious, seeming to prefer an area they know best as opposed to one they know nothing about. This is probably the exception to the rule, but I mention it just to let you know that if you don’t get a certain buck in the pre-rut phase, you could get lucky and see him again in the same vicinity after the breeding begins.
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Although the stakes are high during the pre-rut period, the rewards are worth the effort. One goof is all it takes to let a home-range buck know he’s being hunted. However, the pre-rut is one of the best times to pattern a mature deer.

We could assume that the more an area is left alone, the better the chance that those bucks in the area will remain there, at least through the pre-rut phase. Intense interruptions in a bedding area or some form of harassment along trails and in feeding areas may force a deer away long before the primary rut arrives. With these facts in mind, we should view it as a demonstration of how we can easily cause harm to the areas we hunt.

I know of some archery hunters who claim this is why they do not want to hunt before the primary rut arrives. They know that if their presence becomes known, it’s all over but the shouting.

I don’t agree. First, I love hunting too much to limit myself to only the primary rut. Although I know how important it is to remain undetected during the pre-rut, I also realize that it’s the prime time to pattern a buck and kill him. I look at it this way: You only need to sharpen your hunting skills to make sure you don’t interrupt a buck’s habits before killing him. And if you do screw up a big buck during the pre-rut, the game is not necessarily over.

From experience, I can tell you that big bucks won’t always leave the country during the pre-rut just because they know you are hunting them. As mentioned previously, even the young buck was run out of his home range by dogs numerous times before he finally gave it up. Don’t think for a moment that a wise old buck will tolerate you sending him running too often, but you might get by with one time. On two separate occasions—different years, different areas—I sent big bucks into never-never land after bumping them out of bedding areas early in the pre-rut period. I spotted each of these bucks again within a couple of weeks after they left, however. Of course, I wouldn’t want to make a habit of running a trophy buck out of his home range.

One final thought about bucks leaving and returning to the home range: You never know for sure how many mature bucks you spook, and if any of those came back. You can’t help leaving human scent behind and making disturbances each time you pass through a hunting area. I truly believe that you must take many more precautionary measures when hunting the pre-rut phase than when hunting the primary or post-rut. During the primary rut, bucks stay on the move, and your main concern then is not spooking the does. During post-rut, the bucks are worn out, which makes them want to stick around in their home ranges unless you really scare them consistently. These bucks, sometimes already in a near nocturnal state of mind, will only get worse if you allow them to detect your presence.

The less nocturnal a buck is, the better the chance you can kill him. I’m sure you already know that. The good news is, during pre-rut a buck often moves during daylight hours, and mature bucks are closer to being diurnal during the primary rut than any other time of year. But the pre-rut only ranks second in the diurnal ratings. Early in the pre-rut period, bucks commonly feed in daylight hours due to the lack of previous hunting pressure and the continuation of summer habits. They need to eat all they can to get ready for the primary rut.
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Whitetail bucks are creatures of habit in early autumn, often utilizing the same bedding areas, food sources and trails.

Another good point: During the primary and post-rut periods, you have to be much more selective when choosing ambush locations to remain hidden. It’s easy in pre-rut period, when there is plenty of natural camouflage. I also like the ground-hunting opportunities during early autumn, a new and exciting challenge at a time of year when you can use foliage to hide.

I have taken several mature bucks, but I’m most proud of those that I’ve taken during the pre-rut and post-rut periods. I have discovered the best chances of taking a mature buck in pre-rut occur at two times: One is the first week of the hunting season. The other hot period comes a few weeks later. There is a simple explanation for this. Early in the hunting season, the bucks don’t know they are being hunted. Thus, they follow the same habits they did before the hunting began. After the first week of the season, a lapse of opportunity typically occurs. Some hunters take bucks during this dead period of the pre-rut, but the best chance follows two to three weeks after that first week, when the pre-rut frenzy begins. The chapters that follow outline many of the tactics used to take bucks that are still weeks away from kicking the rut into high gear.

Hunting debuts in most states and provinces as an early archery season in late summer and early fall. This gives bowhunters a good chance to challenge a buck during the pre-rut period. Firearm seasons usually open several weeks later and closer to or during the primary rut, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that there are no other windows of opportunity for a gun hunter. Some states and provinces host special hunts with muzzleloader, rifle, or slugster during the heart of the pre-rut season. There are also youth hunts held in early autumn, sometimes before Jack Frost has visited an area. Special hunts with a firearm are common, and although they might be limited to one, two or three days, you can gain an edge if you have an understanding of a buck’s habits and the tactics to fool them during the pre-rut period.

I’ve always been an avid record keeper, tracking the number of deer spotted throughout the season by ambush locations. Surprisingly, on more occasions than not, the records show that I see more deer, including bucks, during the first week of the pre-rut period. I should mention that I’m speaking of averages per efforts hunted. Averages have always been more meaningful than totals.

Personally, I’m glad to be an avid archer just to have the opportunity to hunt hard during pre-rut. True, some bowhunters wait until the cold days of the primary rut to begin hunting. Yet we die-hards love the challenge of hunting the pre-rut while dreaming about the primary rut. Conditions may be less than favorable when hunting early autumn, but if you pattern the animal with a high degree of accuracy, the potential is there to cash in on a bruiser buck. Of course, you must know his whereabouts. [image: images]
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