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Dedication

I would like to dedicate this book to my mother, Bonnie Bartylla. Simply put, she dedicated her life to ensuring that my brother Joe and I could achieve virtually anything our minds could dream up. Raising both of us on her own, she refused any form of government assistance. Instead, back in the days when being a divorced woman was looked down upon, she worked two and often three jobs to support us. Sure, we were still poor, but Joe and I never realized it. Mom made sure we didn’t by consistently going without so that her children had everything they needed, and so much more.

Of course, there’s far more to raising children than providing them with objects. That’s where mom truly excelled. Despite working so many hours, she was somehow always there for us when we needed her. To this day, I know she would drop everything to help us, if the need ever occurred. Thankfully, she no longer has to bail us out of jams.

However, that’s also in large part due to her work as a mother. When we were growing up, she constantly drilled into our heads that we could achieve anything. Before we even began junior high, she had made it so clear that we’d be going to college that we never questioned it. Though she never shied away from teaching us lessons and disciplining inappropriate behaviors, there was never a doubt in either of our minds that she loved and supported us. With that type of foundation, we were set up to be successful. Because of that, anything we achieve truly is a reflection of the sacrifices she made and her skills at being a single parent. I owe her my life in more ways than one. Thank you Mom, simply for being the person you are and making me into the person I am.
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Introduction

What are the keys to consistently taking trophy bucks? As I created the outline for this book, that is the question I spent countless hours pondering. On the surface, the answer involves being able to consistently place one’s self within bow range of mature bucks.

However, that really is merely scratching the surface. First, one must find a location where accomplishing that feat is a realistic possibility. Then, the property must be analyzed to locate promising stand sites. Next comes getting stands in place. Unfortunately, this step is often complicated by the lack of suitable trees for stands. So one may be forced to get creative to make locations work, or choose to hunt from the ground.
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Pulling off a successful shot is really the culmination of many details being successfully addressed.

Of course, if the scouting and stand prep is done during season, these activities must also be pulled off without alerting deer to our activities. Since most stand sites aren’t good producers throughout the entire season, the hunter needs to determine which phase of the season the stand is ideally suited for. To not do so often results in wasted time and stands that burn out before they have a chance to heat up. Furthermore, hunters must also select routes to and from their stands that don’t spook deer.

Obviously, none of that does any good if the hunters aren’t in stand when the bucks stroll by. To maximize odds of that occurring, they must understand that certain stands produce best during specific times of day and under certain weather conditions.

Speaking of weather conditions, the hunter must also be prepared to master the elements. For most, the season goes fast and hunting opportunities are limited. The more weather is allowed keep hunters out of the woods, the fewer opportunities they are presented with. Knowing how to effectively dress for a wide range of conditions, and being equipped to endure them in relative comfort, is far too often an under-rated factor in success.

Even specific hunting tactics are overflowing with details. Should hunters call blindly? If so, do they go all out or take a subtle approach? How about using scents? What, where, how and why are all-important questions to answer when analyzing scent usage, and the answers hinge on a myriad of details regarding the habitat, how hard it’s hunted, phase of season, and many other factors.

Ultimately, all of this is secondary if one doesn’t capitalize on shot opportunities. There are seemingly countless ways for a hunt to blow up during this critical portion of it. The buck may see, hear or smell the hunter before the shot is presented. A flaw in form or poorly placed branch can send the arrow careening off course. Heck, a bad case of buck fever can shake some hunters so severely that they can’t even attempt the shot. None of that even factors in equipment problems, rushing a shot, waiting too long or having the deer refusing to offer an ethical shot opportunity. A person could do an entire book simply on everything that can go wrong at the moment of truth.

Even after a shot, there are still the details of a successful tracking job to consider. Paying close attention to the shot and the events immediately following can make the difference between a celebration and depression. Pushing a deer too soon or not soon enough can both yield a bad result. One must also know what should be done when the blood trail is lost.

The longer I pondered the keys to taking trophy bucks, the clearer the answer became. Ultimately, bowhunting tactics that deliver trophy bucks rely on identifying and successfully addressing the details that are within the hunter’s control. After all, the act of consistently placing tags on trophy bucks is either due to possessing unbelievable hunting lands or the culmination of numerous details being attended to. Since I don’t have access to that kind of property, and I’m guessing that most of you don’t either, I chose to make this book very detail oriented.
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Minnesota hunter Pat Reeve’s astounding success is due to many factors. However, his attention to details is most definitely one of the most important.

The vast majority of the extremely successful hunters I know are fanatical about addressing the details. They realize that there are many things they can’t control, so they obsess over dealing with the ones they can. The more details they successfully address, the fewer that are left to chance.

Minnesota hunter, and friend, Jim Hill once told me, “In life, with certain things, I can be fairly careless. When it comes to hunting, I don’t leave anything to chance. If I can control it and do it, I will.” One look at the bucks he’s taken over the years clearly shows the value of such an approach.

Pat Reeve is yet another Minnesota hunter and good friend. Having hosted several shows, as well as producing a show of his own, Pat travels all over North America chasing trophy bucks. In one three-year stretch alone, these chases resulted in his taking of 26 Pope & Young class bucks, including three that grossed over the Boone & Crockett minimums. Having teamed with him on several stand-hanging missions, as well as having seen numerous other stand sites he’s prepared, I can tell you that he is extremely picky. As his success illustrates, he knows what he needs for filming and killing trophy bucks and refuses to settle for marginal setups.

I also take an extremely meticulous approach to many aspects of hunting. At first glance, most of my cameramen think the odor-reduction techniques I force them to follow are over the top. They change their minds when bucks routinely appear unalarmed downwind.

I’ve been known to over analyze a property to death. When prepping stand sites in the spring, I can spend an hour in a 50-square-yard area trying to find the perfect tree, only to meticulously trim every single branch in shooting lanes covering the four sides of the eventual stand site. Sure, all the buck sign may be to the right side of the stand, but if one tries to slip by to the left, my three-foot-wide shooting lane won’t have a single arrow-deflecting object impeding the shot. It’s amazing how much smarter I’ve looked since I began creating shooting lanes in all four directions.

I could continue, but I suspect I’ve made the point. Consistently successful hunters fully realize how many things can go awry. They also realize that there are many potentially hunt-fouling factors they can’t control—including the weather, other hunters, or a hot doe running in the opposite direction. To make up for it, the best hunters strive to meticulously address every detail they can. Simply put, they’ll do all they reasonably can to be sure that they aren’t responsible for blowing the deal.

The more I thought about it, the clearer it became what this book needed to focus on. What you will find in here is an honest and highly detailed approach to hunting.

If you’re looking for a silver bullet, a magic potion or a shortcut to taking great bucks, you won’t find it. Sure, I suspect that many of the details covered will automatically click and their importance will be instantly evident. On the other hand, many will likely seem trivial. However, try to remember that when enough little things are added together, they can deliver big results. With that in mind, let’s begin covering the bowhunting tactics that deliver trophies.
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Addressing little details, such as deciding to trim that one extra branch, can make the difference between a successful shot and a near miss.
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1. Dress to Kill

The day was perfect. The temps were in the low 30s, with a steady west wind blowing at around 12 mph. Just before dawn, the mist began. Eventually building to a light rain, precipitation became my daylong companion. With bucks now regularly cruising for hot does, all the ingredients for a great day on the stand were there.

I was not to be disappointed. Over the course of my sit, my hunting logs show that I had brushes with nine different bucks, all but one falling in the 1.5- to 2.5-year-old range. It was the old timer that really got my heart pumping.

Around 12:30 p.m., I sensed something in the thicket behind me. Slowly turning my head, I caught a glimpse of the huge 12-point slipping through the tangle of cover. Seeing that his course would keep him out of bow range, I repositioned myself in the stand and exhaled a loud “fffffffffffut, ffffffffffffffut, fffffooooooooo” of a snort wheeze.

Immediately coming to a stop, the buck that would easily qualify for Boone & Crocket went into attack mode. He was undoubtedly the dominant buck in the area, and he was in no mood to be challenged, even by the phony snort wheeze I’d just created without the use of a call.

Hair raised on his neck, ears laid back into battle mode, the monster began stiff legging his way toward my stand. With my release already secured to my string loop, I could feel my body tensing for the impending shot.

At about the 40-yard mark, he was still making his way purposefully to my stand, and I believed that all I now needed was for him to turn and provide a good shot angle. With that, the monster would be as good as on my wall.

That’s when everything fell apart. Hearing a crashing through the brush, both my head and the huge buck’s snapped toward the sound. There, about 100 yards out, we spotted a little eight-point chasing an old doe. I knew right then that the huge 12’s priorities had switched. Turning my head back to him, I was just in time to catch him standing still and watching the chase.

Knowing that it was now or never, I came to full draw. Still head on, I began praying in hyper speed that he’d turn for just a second before exploding after the pair that were so set on ruining this perfect encounter. In a single explosion of flight, the magnificent buck whirled and tore after the buck and doe. All I could do was let down my draw and hope that the mad chase would eventually lead the trio back to my stand.

Less than a half hour later, that wish was granted. Even in the wet conditions, the series of popping branches betrayed the approach of the chase. Then came the grunts. One after another echoed in the distance. I can only imagine the perplexed look I must have had. It sounded like a herd of bucks were storming the woods!

Bow in hand, I strained to see through the brush. A streak of white here, a blur of brown there, it seemed like the entire area was in motion. Then she came into view, pursued closely by seven different bucks! The young eight and huge 12 had been joined by a parade of others.

As the doe broke toward my stand, it appeared that I was catching the break I needed. Tragically, a pesky fork horn had a better angle and cut her off, veering her away from my position. As I came once again to full draw, the exhausted doe made it to within 25 yards of my tree before the trouble-some fork steered her in the opposite direction. Many of the bucks entered shooting range. It was likely that a shout would have stopped more than one long enough for the shot. Unfortunately, the huge 12, as well as the original eight, weren’t as fresh as the newer recruits and lagged just far enough behind to remain outside of bow range.

Over the next hour, two more bucks meandered through the area, following the scent of the doe on the cusp of estrus. Since neither broke into the 3.5- year-old class, I simply observed them as they slipped past my stand. With the chase having drawn the interest of every buck in the area, driving other does and fawns away, the remaining hours of the day passed without so much as a flicker of deer movement.

Returning to camp that night, the day’s stories were exchanged. Though deer sightings ranged from a few to none, the one constant amongst the other hunters was that they had each suffered from the bone-chilling rain and wind enough to be driven from their stands well before noon. One unfortunate fellow had let it get to him so badly that by 8 a.m. he had been contemplating calling it quits. As he fidgeted in his stand, he was startled by the crashing departure of a shooter buck that had slipped to within 10 yards of his tree. I, on the other hand, had remained comfortable and focused the entire day.

THE IMPORTANCE OF STAYING IN THE GAME

I decided to begin this chapter with the long story of that rainy day because it illustrates so well the importance of comfort on the stand. As mentioned in the introduction to this book, staying in the stand is important— so much so that I firmly believe remaining comfortable is one of the most underrated factors in success.

Male testosterone levels are among the biggest culprits. For some odd reason, many hunters seem to believe it’s macho to suffer on the stand. As I layered him up for a late-season hunt, my own son Zach once told me that I was being ridiculous. Hunting is supposed to be about suffering and that, by making him wear all that cold-weather clothing, I was trying to turn him into a sissy. Upon hearing that, I smiled to myself and told him to only bring what he wanted. Less than an hour later, as he sat shivering in the stand next to me, he admitted that he wished he’d taken the “sissy” route. Shortly after that, when he found that he was too cold to draw back on the doe we’d come out to hunt, we returned to the truck.
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Not maintaining physical comfort can drive hunters from their stands early. At the very least, it draws their attention away from the true reason they are in the woods.

Another reason that comfort is underrated is that many seem to have very short-term memory regarding how miserable hunting can be when comfort levels are severely compromised. We talk about how nasty it was and brag about braving the elements, but many of us often minimize the true suffering in our own minds. Sure, it was cold, but I toughed it out and it wasn’t so bad. We somehow seem to forget that we couldn’t stay still, were counting the minutes until we could leave, and ended up climbing down early.

Then there are also those who know better, but fail to plan ahead. Frankly, because comfort isn’t as glamorous as a new deer call, a hot buck lure or the idea of hunting a fresh stand site, many overlook adequately preparing for being comfortable until they get bit.

Finally, some simply don’t know the best methods of achieving comfort under various conditions.

Though this chapter is focusing on clothing, it’s important to note that the comfort of the stand, whether it’s on the ground or in a tree, is also an important consideration. True comfort is relative to each individual. In my case, I hate tree stands that don’t offer a large platform and a soft, quiet seat. For all-day sits, having arm rests and a foot rest makes a big difference.

Regardless of why a hunter isn’t comfortable, the cost is often steep. First, stating the obvious, if the hunter is too hot or too cold, at the very least, it drains much of the pleasure out of the hunt. Since almost all of us are doing this because it’s fun, being uncomfortable defeats that purpose. Furthermore, being hot leads to increased odors, and being cold can not only make a shot more difficult, but also be life threatening.

Discomfort also distracts us from the other primary reason we’re in the woods. Hunting is far more of a mental game than most give it credit for. When the hunter’s head is in the game, he is far more alert, fidgets less and spends more time on the stand. The importance of those three things can’t be overstated. Those who believe they have anywhere near as good a chance of taking a buck when they’re miserable are only fooling themselves.

Let me repeat the point I just made. Keeping your head in the game and limiting movement, all while spending increased time in the stand, significantly increases the odds of killing a buck. Though a chapter on comfort isn’t very glamorous, it very well may be the most important one in this book. Over the years, adequately addressing personal comfort will deliver more trophy bucks. That’s a bold statement, but also a true one. And personal comfort is one of the few details that hunters have complete control over.
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The author finds the Heater Body Suit to be unmatched for beating the cold, as well as providing him with the ability to regulate body heat so that he can remain comfortable in temps ranging from the high 30s all the way down into negative numbers.

BEATING THE COLD

Before I begin this section, I feel the need to point something out: Over the course of this book, I won’t be providing the specific names of many archery manufacturers or their products. The last thing I’ll allow is for this book to become an infomercial. Those of you who are truly interested in what I use can figure most of it out from the numerous pictures of me in hunting situations.

However, there are times when product mentions can’t be helped. In most cases, I’ll only mention them when the product is unique, its use differs significantly from other products within its category or, in my opinion, it stands so far above any of the competitors that using anything else is a mistake.

The Heater Body Suit matches every one of those qualifiers. In the simplest terms, it’s essentially a hunting bag with legs. Because of its superior insulation and ability to contain the body’s own heat, it provides ultimate comfort from temps in the high 30s on down into negative numbers. I have used it when the thermometer read 15 below and the wind speed was above 20 mph. With the Heater Body Suit, I can honestly say that I was as comfortable as if I were sitting on the couch at home.

The Heater Body Suit is a highly effective shell that not only beats the cold, but also provides me with several other advantages. First, it allows me to dress light when traveling to the stand and know that comfort waits inside the suit. That eliminates the need to decide between working up a sweat as I walk or creating an odor plume by changing near my stand.

Dressing light also removes the chance of bulky clothing altering shooting form. This very real problem is eliminated because the suit slides from the hunter’s shoulders when the bow is drawn. With a crisscrossing strap system holding it in place, the suit doesn’t fall or create extra movement.

Additionally, being enclosed in the suit hides hand movements. Though it may seem trivial, the motion of simply drawing a grunt tube to my mouth or rattling antlers has resulted in previously unseen deer busting me cold. Since this movement is conducted almost exclusively inside the suit, that concern is nearly eliminated.

Finally, the Heater Body Suit’s design gives a hunter the ability to remain comfortable in temperature changes ranging between double-digit negatives and 40 degrees. When the temps are in the 30s, I simply leave the zipper down and drape the suit over my shoulders. As the temp drops in the late afternoon, the zipper comes farther up until I’m comfortable again. This flexibility of function eliminates the need to bring extra clothing, as well as the extra movement and odors associated with putting on and shedding layers in stand.

The other option for beating the cold is taking the layered approach. When going this route, everything begins with the outer layer. To be most effective, it must possess several traits. Firstly, whatever you wear must have the ability to keep you warm. Comparing insulation ratings helps ensure that you select a suitable garment.
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Giving hunting garments the scratch test before purchasing them will help you determine if they will be sufficiently quiet for use in the deer woods.

[image: image]

Remember to cater the clothing to the tactic. We all know this, but seem to forget at least once a year that it requires more clothing to stay warm while sitting on stand. However, the same clothing that isn’t quite enough to keep us warm on stand will often cause us to overheat when stalking.

Secondly, it’s critical that the outer layer be quiet. Sound seems to travel much farther and deer seem more sensitive to unnatural noises during late season. When considering an outer-layer purchase, try it on first and go through the motions involved with drawing a bow. Next, rub up against objects and scratch the fabric with your fingernails. Taking those easy steps will allow you to judge if the noise level it generates is acceptable or not.

Thirdly, the less bulk the better. Not only is walking in bulky clothing cumbersome, but that same bulk catches on vegetation and has a tendency to cause string slap. Neither typically leads to good outcomes while hunting.

Finally, it’s not critical, but it’s definitely nice when the outer layer is water resistant. Snow has a tendency to melt when contacting an outer layer. This in turn leads to the hunter getting wet and cold. If the garment is waterproof, that concern is completely removed. However, I’ve yet to use a waterproof garment that was as quiet as necessary for late-season hunting. Typically, water-resistant outer layers are the best balance between staying dry and allowing quiet movement.

After selecting a good outer layer, one must address the base layer. Here, warmth, comfort and the fabric’s moisture-wicking properties are the biggest concerns. The reasons for choosing clothes that are warm and comfortable are self-explanatory. But moisture wicking is important as well because, even when one tries to avoid sweating, it will occur at times. A fabric that wicks the moisture away will keep you much warmer and more comfortable.

Fabrics and technology that kill, absorb or stop odors from forming are good choices. Because the base layer is the first line of defense against odors, it’s always best to stop as many at that point as possible. Just remember that there isn’t an odor-killing product available that will be effective when the hunter himself doesn’t take all aspects of odor control seriously.

As for the middle layers, I have found fleece and wool clothing to be good choices because they both contain a surplus of air pockets for retaining heat. In windy conditions, I’ll also use an inexpensive windbreaker as a middle layer. It constantly amazes me how much bulk can be shed by simply wearing a windbreaker directly under the outer layer.

Moving on to the feet, sock selection comes first. I’ve found a two-tiered approach best: A thin, moisture-wicking, odor-controlling sock should come first. Next, it’s still hard to beat thick, wool socks for the outer layer. For what it’s worth, I’ve never found a battery-operated sock to hold up to hunting activities for very long. As far as they’re concerned, I keep my money in my wallet.

The choice of footwear is determined largely by whether one will be using a Heater Body Suit, a form of boot blanket or relying strictly on the boots to keep your feet warm, as well as whether you will be stand hunting or stalking.

If you’re going to be stand hunting and relying strictly on boots for warmth, the lower their temperature rating the better. When deciding on a temperature rating, remember that they indicate the lowest temps that one can wear these boots while walking. There’s a tremendous difference when one is sitting motionless.

Personally, I’ve always preferred wearing lightweight, rubber boots. This allows me to stalk or get to my stand quieter than I can in larger, warmer boots. It also reduces the amount my feet sweat when I’m walking. Before I began using a Heater Body Suit, I used chemical warming packs in my boots and slipped Boot Blankets over the tops. This combination, along with good socks, kept my feet warm.
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