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    Introduction

    I seriously doubt that any topic is as interesting to deer hunters as tracking wounded deer, and rightfully so. This subject deserves special attention from all bow and gun hunters, both veterans and beginners, as well as all members of the outdoor trade that in one way or another rely on deer hunters for an income.

    There are some who prefer not to discuss the topic of tracking wounded deer, for fear of exciting the anti-hunters and animal activists, or because they feel the topic doesn't matter. If you're reading this book you probably understand the importance of discussing wounded deer. It will better educate all of us, and will help to make us more responsible and ethical hunters.

    No deer hunter looks forward to a long tracking job. We all hope for a quick, clean kill, but we know that sometimes the inevitable happens. Regardless of how well we shoot, our bullet or broadhead is sometimes off target. Everyone involved in deer hunting should also realize that tracking skills are only one of many phases involved in a hunt. Each phase determines just how effectively we hunt overall. We must retain woodsmanship ability, scout efficiently, know deer inside and-out, have an understanding of our hunting equipment, be on target with bow or gun, and know how to recover a deer after making the shot.

    My first book about wounded deer, Trailing Whitetails, was published in 1987. Putting together that book, and this book, took years of collecting photos and taking notes, and many months of writing. I've come a long way since the first tracking book, and have experienced numerous tracking endeavors since that time. I can honestly say that this second book about tracking deer shot with bow or gun is much better, and much more advanced, than the first.

    This book provides many illustrations and photographs that are essential to its contents. They will give you a better understanding of the wounded deer, and provide you with a quick reference guide when you shoot a deer and need to know something right away.

    Early in the book, you are reminded about the habits of wounded deer, why some common things occur after shooting a deer, and why some things happen that you do not expect. I also discuss blood trails that differ like night and day, and why some deer die quickly while others take hours to succumb.

    You will read about the differences of bullet and arrow wounds, and the importance of knowing the kind of shot you made. Tips are also provided for tracking, whether you do or do not know what kind of hit you made. These tips are based on the color of blood. I discuss how you can read blood and the trail to help you determine how long to wait before you begin tracking.

    Locations of hits, and tracking tips to support them, are broken into individual chapters. For instance, if you want to know more about a stomach-shot deer, you will find answers to your questions in the chapter titled “Abdominal Wounds.” There are also chapters about cardiorespiratory, skeletal and muscle, and artery/vascular wounds. You will find that nothing is left out. You will read about every wound imaginable, from vital wounds such as lung and heart shots, to wounds where tallow and little or no blood is found. You may also be surprised to find out that some wounds are not considered superficial, even though you may have believed they were. In fact, you will discover that some wounds which you thought were superficial could actually result in a tagged deer if the right tracking techniques are employed.

    One chapter dedicated to certain tracking occurrences. I experienced these over the years while tracking deer myself, or when assisting others. These real-life tracking events make great references. True, not all deer that encounter the same type of wound will react identically, but you may be surprised to discover the many similarities.

    Finally, I think you'll appreciate the last chapter, which provides quick references for various types of wounds. These summaries tell you what to expect and how to track the deer without going back through the entire book and spending a lot of time attempting to find an answer to a particular dilemma. This section also comes in handy if you happen to have the book stuffed into a daypack while hunting.

    As you might expect, this book contains a great deal of research. This research came from many individuals, other writers and books not necessarily based upon tracking, and veteran hunters who have been there. Also, John Maltby, Supervisory Veterinary Medical Officer with the U.S. Dept. of Agriculture, provided insight about some wounds that often leave us scratching our heads. The book is loaded with photos and illustrations that tell 1000 words.

    This is not your everyday book of fireside tales. However, it will make you a better hunter and help you to recover more deer. Let's face it: Hunting is fun, but getting a deer is even more fun. Anti-hunters seem to think that deer hunting is similar to going out and shooting tin cans. We know better, and we know that it can be difficult to be successful, even on a good day in a great area. I don't know how seriously you take your deer hunting, but I do know that you will be a responsible hunter and have the best chance of finding the deer you shoot after reading this book. Enjoy.

    John Trout, Jr.

  


  
    
    Chapter 1

    Wounded Deer Realities

    On a chilly November evening during the late 1960s, a white-tailed doe passed by my stand. Not one to pass up a golden opportunity, I drew the string of my old Bear recurve bow, anchored, and released the fiberglass arrow. The dull thump that followed verified that my arrow had hit the deer in the body cavity. The following morning, I picked up the blood trail and tracked the wounded deer until the trail finally ended 250 yards from the thicket where the incident occurred. Although my search continued the rest of the day, I failed to find the deer.

    Losing my first whitetail shot with bow and arrow was almost more than I could bear. It was frustrating, humiliating, heartbreaking and, well, you get the picture. Nevertheless, something good came out of this tracking endeavor. You see, from that day on I became obsessed with learning everything about the behavior and the recovery of wounded deer. I would make it a point to assist friends when tracking their deer, jumping at the chance to discover facts we knew little about.

    Fortunately, today we know far more than we knew back then. I have now hunted whitetails with bow and gun for more than thirty-five years, and have participated in countless tracking pursuits. Many of these adventures ended with a filled tag. Some did not. However, all provided insights for future tracking efforts, and for the words contained within this book.

    Today, the discussion of tracking wounded deer has become a hot topic. In fact, many publications that once refused to discuss the subject of tracking wounded deer now make it a point to include this subject regularly.

    Before going on, let me first say that there is both good news and bad news about the coverage of tracking wounded deer. First comes the good news. Publications that do discuss the topic have done a great job of educating hunters. This is necessary as we continue to battle anti-hunters and animal activists, and further our need to learn about wounded deer.

    I have often wished that it would be mandatory for hunters to pass a tracking and deer anatomy test before they could receive a deer hunting tag. Imagine if everyone received a booklet with anatomy illustrations, shot placement tips, guidelines for determining hits, and tracking and recovery tactics. Each license applicant would have to study the booklet, then take a basic test. Some people might disagree with this idea, but I see it as a gateway to building more responsible hunters. The more we know about the subject of tracking deer, the better we are prepared to stand up to the antis and activists, the better ethics we will practice, the better shots we will take, and the more deer we will recover.


    A bowhunting instructor in Iowa once told me that we must continue educational practices about shooting and tracking deer. He based his opinion on how little some hunters know about whitetail anatomy. One student, who viewed a large illustration of a white-tailed buck, was asked to point out the location of the animal's heart. He selected a spot at the base of the neck where it joins the shoulders. Many students were also surprised to learn about the precise location of the lungs, and had no idea that the lungs of an adult deer were nine inches in diameter.

    Now let's get back to the coverage of wounded deer that has taken place in recent years. The bad news is that some writers have misled hunters. Now don't get me wrong, most who write about tracking wounded deer have a good understanding of the subject, and they have done a great job of informing readers. Some, however, did not get the facts straight before passing them along. For instance, one writer who discussed tracking gut-shot deer talked about a kidney hit and compared it to the liver and stomach wound. He claimed a kidney-shot deer would die in a few hours and would bleed very slowly internally. Unfortunately, he failed to realize how much blood flows through the kidneys. A hole in the kidneys causes immediate hemorrhage and death within seconds.
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    Once a hunter shoots, he has an ethical responsibility to do everything he can to recover the animal.

    Other writers have passed along opinions taken from hunter surveys. While statistical information is interesting and sometimes helpful, it does not necessarily tell the whole story. In other words, 500 hunters may give opinions and make guesses to some tracking questions. But consider that many of these 500 hunters may not be very experienced. Some may have tracked only one or two deer; others may have simply misread the questions, and thus answered incorrectly.

    I don't claim to know all there is about tracking wounded deer. I keep an open mind and seem to learn something new each time an experience occurs. I also absorb the information I read and give it careful consideration. However, I cannot deny the cliche, “Experience is the best teacher.”

    Since I have always kept records of hunts, harvests, and tracking occurrences, I have been able to come up with a few interesting and helpful facts. In the past thirty-seven years, I have participated in more than 450 tracking events. Many were deer I have shot, many were deer shot by other hunters. Approximately 300 of these incidents occurred before 1985. Since that time, my tracking pursuits have decreased simply because these days I pass on more shots, holding out for a trophy.

    I have seen every wound imaginable, and have seen the unexpected occur on many occasions. Nonetheless, these experiences have helped me to recover many wounded deer. Some were recovered only because others, or I, recognized a certain wound and knew how the animal would react. Yes, I have been fortunate to have the assistance of many friends who know the ins-and-outs of tracking wounded deer. The primary objective is to tag a deer. That's what we all want to do. However, I'm like you, in that I enjoy the hunt. I love to see a beautiful sunrise and sunset, watch all the critters running around the woods, learn the habits of the deer I watch, and just love to feel and breath country air.

    However, I doubt any of us will deny the bottom line. We want to kill a deer no matter how much we enjoy the additional pleasures that come with a quality hunt. As I have said before, the kill is like the icing on the cake.

    Shot Placement

    Of course, before any of us can feel the excitement of a kill, we must first have a good understanding of a deer's anatomy. We must know where to place the broadhead or bullet, and we must know what shots we should and should not take

    There are a few golden rules to remember about shooting at a deer: You must judge yardage with some degree of accuracy and avoid shooting beyond your effective shooting range; you must wait until the animal offers a shot that allows you to make a clean kill; you should shoot only when you are confident of killing the deer; and you must know the precise location of the vital organs if you are to accomplish anything.

    Despite these facts, some hunters still take unwarranted shots. Others have also gotten the idea, perhaps from a previous thrilling experience, that they should not shoot at the lungs of a deer - the animal's largest vitals. For instance, I often hear from hunters who prefer to shoot at the heart. Why would anyone prefer to shoot for the heart when the lungs are much larger and may put the animal down as quickly, and sometimes sooner? Another guy told me he always shoots for the neck. He relies on hitting a two-inch-diameter vertebrate, or perhaps the one-half-inch carotid artery, to put the deer down, instead of the nine-inch diameter lungs. Maybe this guy shot a deer in the neck once and dropped it immediately. Maybe he did it twice. Maybe the first time he hit the deer in the neck it was totally accidental. Who knows? But I do know that it makes no sense to select a small target when a bigger target exists. I also know that it is easy for a projectile or broadhead to miss the vitals in the neck and pass through only muscle.
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    Deer hunters should take only those shots they believe will result in quick, clean kills. This buck is quartering away, allowing plenty of room for a bullet or broadhead to reach the vitals.


    Each hunter must know his equipment and its capabilities. He should also realize the best shot is a broadside or slightly quartering-away shot. Quartering away is best because it allows room for error. Your broadhead or bullet is heading for the vital area. Never consider taking quartering-into and facing-into shots unless the an mal is close and you know beyond any doubt that your broadhead or projectile can hit a vital organ. Sometimes it is possible, sometimes it isn't.

    A two-season hunter must also know when one weapon will get the job done and another will not. For instance, I will not hesitate to shoot at the shoulder of a deer when I'm using a firearm and the animal presents the perfect opportunity. However, although a few of my arrows have passed through the shoulder blade of a deer and reached the lungs, I make it a point to keep my sights focused behind the shoulder of the animal when bowhunting.

    Broadheads and Bullets

    Speaking of broadheads and bullets, both are effective when the hunter takes a preferred shot. But there are certain limitations that apply to a bowhunter that may not apply to a firearm hunter. Bone is of primary concern. It has nothing to do with hemorrhage and tissue damage. A razor-sharp broadhead is lethal and, when coupled with the right bow, arrow, and hunter, will usually penetrate completely and kill quickly. In fact, I have found in most cases, when identical wounds exist, the right broadhead produces a better blood trail than a projectile does.

    Your choice of broadheads should be taken seriously, however. Although I hunt with bow and gun, I have always had a stronger love for the archery season. Over the years, I have tried countless brands of broadheads in the backyard and in the field. I have found that inconsistent arrow flight and poor blood trails exist from broadhead to broadhead. This should concern all bowhunters. Most of us realize that some broadheads do not fly like field points, and we realize that some cannot be easily tuned. However, the big test occurs when you shoot a deer. You could say that some have it, and some do not. We know a sharp broadhead is necessary, but it's also a fact that even some razor-sharp broadheads are responsible for poor blood trails. It's really a test all bowhunters must go through. All broadheads can kill, but you must still discover those that shoot best, and those broadheads that do the damage you expect.

    Every hunter must also realize that blood trails are not always dependent upon the projectile or broadhead used. Poor blood trails are often the result of the wound location. I have shot deer in the stomach with one-ounce slugs and found no blood on the ground. The same has happened when using sharp broadheads. This is common, because organ tissue often clogs the entry and departure holes. The height of the entry and departure hole will also affect the amount of blood that gets to the ground. With this in mind, the hunter must always consider the wound before he decides that his equipment was responsible for a poor blood trail.

    The size and weight of the bullet and broadhead may or may not have an effect on the blood trail. You must decide for yourself what works best and what will increase your chances of recovering an animal after the shot. Any projectile and broadhead will kill when it passes through the vitals, but some do it quicker than others, and some do more damage and result in better blood trails.

    When hunting with a muzzleloader, I have sacrificed the fine accuracy of some projectiles and went with others that made bigger holes and left better blood trails. These bullets could not group in a one-inch circle at 100 yards, but they can group in a four-inch circle at seventy-five yards. Since my shots are usually fifty yards or less when deer hunting, I go with the projectile that does the most damage, yet has enough accuracy and size to get the job done.

    In recent years, bowhunters have seen the introduction of many new types of broadheads. Some have large cutting diameters and some do not. However, a broadhead with a large cutting diameter is not necessarily the best to use. We have also had the opportunity to try mechanical broadheads - made to open on impact. In my opinion, mechanical broadheads are still going through the testing period. Some manufacturers introduced these heads because they felt it necessary to keep up with the competition. Some hunters claim mechanical heads are the greatest, while others claim penetration is severely affected. Again, it comes down to trying what works best for you. Personally, I stick with the common theory: If it ain't broke, don't fix it. If you are dissatisfied with a particular tracking endeavor and believe your broadheads could be to blame, try to find something better. If you like the results of what you have, keep using them.

    When a non-vital wound occurs, hunters often wonder which causes the most trauma and damage to tissue - broadheads or projectiles. Although one could come to various conclusions, depending upon the precise location of a non-vital wound, and the broadhead or bullet that hits a deer, it has been determined that less tissue damage and trauma occurs from a sharp broadhead. However, research has determined that many wounded deer that are not found, do recover, regardless of whether the hunter shot the animal with a bow or gun. In fact, if organs are spared and infection is not a factor, a deer will recover.

    During the past three decades, I have witnessed the recovery of several deer with previous wounds. These wounds appeared to range from one week to one year old. Most of the deer had previous wounds to a leg, shoulder, or neck. One incident in particular involved a small buck I shot with a bow straight down under my tree stand. The arrow slid along the inside of the rib cage, but apparently missed the vital lungs. We tracked the deer about 100 yards until the blood trail ceased. After a careful search in the hours that followed, I finally gave up the trail. One year later, a friend of mine killed the buck in the same area. We found a six-inch piece of my unmistakable arrow shaft, and the broadhead inside the animal's chest when we field dressed the deer. Tissue had formed around the shaft and broadhead, and the deer appeared healthy.


    Be Persistent

    Getting back to the realities of wounded deer, we must realize that some deer do not die. Superficial wounds occur, even when an obvious blood trail may lead you to believe otherwise. You will need to know the difference in wounds that are only superficial and those that will result in the deer succumbing. Equally important, however, is realizing you have an ethical responsibility to do everything you can to recover an animal, despite any belief that the wound is superficial or otherwise. You will feel better with yourself if you do everything you can to recover an animal, even if it is lost in the end. As long as you can see a blood trail, and up to a certain period after the blood trail is lost, the hunter must put a strong effort into recovering the animal. Many hunters recover their deer only because they did not give up. It is not always an obvious blood trail that leads them to the downed deer, but simply a determination to keep looking.

    To fulfill our ethical responsibility, the hunter must first consider the little things that begin the moment he pulls the trigger or releases the bowstring. You must watch the animal closely to see how it leaves the scene. Did it run or walk away? Did it stop and stand in one spot? Exactly which direction did it go? Surprisingly, being aware of these little things could make the difference in recovering or not recovering the animal.

    Then comes the waiting game. You must know how long to wait before you begin tracking. Tracking too quickly, or too late, could make the difference in finding a downed deer, or causing a deer to go down. Different wounds require different waiting periods. Sometimes it is better to push the deer and other times it is better to wait for minutes, or even several hours, before you begin tracking.
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    Despite the hours of scouting and pursuing it takes to finally get a shot at that certain deer, you may also find yourself needing tracking skills before the hunt ends. It's the last phase of a successful hunt.


    Finally, it comes down to tracking skills. You must know what to look for, and where you will find valuable sign that could lead you to the deer. Will the deer bed down or will it run or walk until it drops? Some blood trails are sparse while others are easy to follow. What does it mean when you find blood in a pool and what does it mean when only droplets or smears are found? Yes, many questions come up when you discuss tracking a wounded deer. The following chapters will provide the answers and solutions to these questions, and more. All hunters wonder what their chances are of recovering a deer they shot. Certainly, the possibility of a recovery depends upon several factors that you are probably aware of. However, to gain a little insight, one could consider one of the few wounded deer studies conducted in North America.

    The Camp Ripley Study

    During four bowhunts at Camp Ripley, Minnesota from 1992 - 93, research officials did an extensive wounded deer study. The study was conducted by Jay McAninch and Wendy Krueger of the Minnesota DNR, Dr. Dave Samuel of West Virginia University, and several colleagues.

    After the interviews and statistics were completed, it was determined that archers reported hitting 955 deer. Interestingly, 693 bowhunters, or 86.8 percent retrieved a deer. Surprisingly, only thirteen percent of the deer wounded were not recovered.

    Also worth mentioning is the fact that Camp Ripley bowhunters apparently picked their shots wisely during the four hunts. Of the total archers that shot deer, and interviewed by trained officials when they checked out, sixty-six percent said they took “Broadside” shots, while twenty-eight percent claimed they took ″Quartering″ shots (quartering into and quartering away). Only a small percentage of the hunters said they took ″Head-on,″ Straight-Away,″ and ″Straight Down″ shots.

    In ending this chapter and the final mention of our responsibility as a hunter, each of us must consider his or her actions and how they will reflect on all hunters. Non-hunters, even those that are not anti-hunters, don't want to hear about deer we did not recover. The Camp Ripley study certainly proved positive for hunters and negative for animal activists who have claimed that hunters are losing a large percentage of deer they wound. Certainly, bad hits are occasionally going to happen. We are human and we do make mistakes. Nonetheless, most of us do take warranted shots and recover most wounded deer.

    A hunter once told me he had never lost a deer. I must believe he hasn't hunted too long. Anyone who hunts long enough with bow or gun is going to lose an animal someday, even if he shoots accurately and is the best tracker of the area. Regardless of whether you are a beginning deer hunter or a veteran, you will decrease the risk of losing an animal after reading the pages that follow.
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    Table Camp Ripley: Total deer hit and retrieved at Camp Ripley, Minnesota during 1992 - 1993.
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