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Introduction

The other evening, after I had spent the day going over material for this book, my wife made a remark that brought doubt and fear crashing into my thoughts like lightning bolts. She simply said, “The newspaper had a section today called ‘101 Grilling Tips.’ I looked at them all and didn’t find a single one to be useful.”

Suddenly, I felt almost ill. I thought about picking up the phone and calling Nate Matthews, my co-editor and writer on this book. Was a fate similar to “101 Grilling Tips” in store for our book—multiplied ten times? Were our tips destined to be ignored, cast aside with shrugs and expressions of disappointment? It didn’t seem possible, yet there it was: the possibility that we would not connect with our audience.

Instead of allowing my anguish to continue unabated, I decided to look at “101 Grilling Tips” myself. I only liked a couple of the tips. The others were bland, without any juice to make me want to whip the cover off the Weber. My confidence in the work Nate and I were finishing began to rise again. Later, over the next few days as I gave our tips a final reading, that confidence level peaked out again. Today, ready to commit our tips to print, I guarantee our readers that they are going to find many, many useful tips. And I shall go even further by saying that many of the tips are so important that they mean the difference between success and failure on your hunt.

Yes, a single tip on hunting can carry that kind of importance behind it. If followed, it can mean you’re literally bringing home the bacon. Ignored or forgotten, it can mean you’re coming home only with that tired old expression, “Sure was nice being in the woods today.” Yea . . . sure . . . it was nice. There’s no disputing that. But you have nothing new to put into the freezer.

Allow me, if you will, to try to press my point about tips home with an example.

My personal deer hunting education was slow in evolving. I’m an Army brat, who grew up mostly in the south where my hunting was focused on smoothbore opportunities. Using dogs to drive deer to standers was still in vogue back then and never appealed to me, especially with the great hunting we had for quail, doves, ducks, squirrels, and rabbits.

There came a long-awaited morning, however, when as a young man I became a serious player in the great game known as whitetail deer hunting. I was settled against the trunk of an enormous white oak in the heart of classic whitetail country among the folded hills and ridges of Pennsylvania. Under a flashlight’s glow, with my friend Larry’s direction, I had swept aside leaves and sticks to make my nest as quiet as possible. I had a pack with a thermos and sandwiches, and in my hands rested a Winchester lever-action .30-30 with iron sights. The rifle triggered memories of the Daisy Red Ryder I had grown up using. When I was all set, Larry moved away to work another part of the ridge.

At first light, the horizon was cut from steel—black lumps of white pines, the knife-like rim of a distant ridge looming above the forest. Without wind, the stillness seemed almost electric as I shivered in the cold, nervous to the raw edge at the thought of a buck coming my way.

When the crows began to patrol, their raucous cries announcing that it was time for things to get moving, I detected the rustle of squirrels in the branches overhead. As the light came on, I began to hear occasional gunshots, echoing from the distant ridge.

The gunfire made me nervous. For some time, I had been hearing about reckless deer hunters, shooting at anything that moved. “Oh, I had a couple of brush shots.” That often-repeated comment wasn’t funny to me.

Suddenly, the sound of a limb breaking jerked my attention toward the trees to my left. I strained to see. Nothing! The sound came again, louder still, and followed this time by the dry rustle of leaves beings shuffled. I could only think of one thing that could make that much noise in the deer woods: another hunter! I was suddenly very, very afraid. I stood up, waving and shouting, “Hi there!”

There was a moment of total silence. Then, in an explosion of crashing brush, the buck of my dreams bounced into the full light in a clearing between the pines, white tail flagging, then was instantly gone before I could even think of raising my rifle.

I stood there, stunned, hurt to the core. I was thinking terrible thoughts about myself. About being stupid, fumbling the ball, blowing my big chance. I was sure I would never have such an opportunity again.

I felt like heading for our car, going home. But I sat back down instead, trying to get a grip on myself. I had no faith that another chance would come my way, but I knew the game would not be over until sundown. I would play it out, give Lady Luck a chance to shine on me again.

Gradually, the forest worked its therapy on my beleaguered spirit. Bird activity was plentiful—crows, blue jays, chickadees, woodpeckers, juncos were on the move and calling. As always when I’m on a stand, they furnished a interesting sideshow during the hours of waiting for game to show. Then, about noontime, I noticed that the squirrels were moving as industriously as they had been at dawn. Strange, I thought, there must be some dirty weather around. I can’t see it coming, but they can feel it coming.

I knew I was getting back into the groove then, focused on nature instead of myself. I dug into my pack for the sandwiches and coffee. They were very satisfying. I felt my confidence rising, and I realized now I owned something precious: the image of that buck in the clearing between the pines, the light full on what William Faulkner in a hunting tale called “. . . that rocking chair he carried.”

I did not get my “rocking chair” buck that day. That night, it snowed, and two days later I shot a fork-horn buck. For the first time in my life—though certainly not the last—I found myself saying to the other fellows, “Well, boys, you can’t eat horns.”

As for the buck of my dreams . . . he would have to wait. And I could not help but think, rather bitterly: Why didn’t Larry tell me: Bucks can make considerable noise when they’re out for a morning stroll and haven’t been disturbed. One single tip . . . that’s all it would have taken. A tip I did not have.

If you’ve ever used the expression “I’d rather be lucky than good,” then you just might be a whitetail deer hunter. You’re a card-carrying dreamer out to beat the odds, your heart set on a rack for the wall and a freezer where packets of venison take up most of the room. You‘re not discouraged by the possibility that this may not be your year to bag a buck, for the pull of the deer woods and deer camp are strong. You’ve just got to be out there, watching the weather, checking for sign, enjoying the company of good buddies.

That the task of bagging a whitetail buck—any buck!—requires skills is obvious to the brethren of Hunter Orange. While they are animals of fairly rigid habit, whitetail deer are interesting and complex creatures prone to a witch’s brew—for hunters anyway—of contradictory behavioral patterns that are sometimes hard to understand and impossible to predict. When you think you have a lock on where they’re feeding, they move to some other dining halls in another part of the forest or croplands. The white oak patch where you scouted a buck feeding a week before turns out to be empty on opening day—except for its colony of squirrels. This list of failed game plans could go on and on.

You think you know what the deer will be doing. Perhaps you do. But all too often it seems like they’re doing it somewhere else—somewhere you don’t know about! And don’t think for a minute that your quarry doesn’t know you’re coming.

Opening Day. The pre-dawn explodes with noise, like a bomb going off. A deer, especially a veteran “survivor” buck, would have to be deaf not to know what’s going on. The cacophony includes the sounds of engines being revved up, wheels spinning in the mud, truck and SUV doors slamming, the snick-snick of gun actions being worked, and a myriad of shouts, “Hey, Joe, you goin’ to the Oak Tree stand?” “I’ll meet you at noon by the apple orchard.” “Oh no, I forgot my shells!”

Well, perhaps we can get lucky. Happens all the time. Just drop by any check-in station, and you’ll see people there who wouldn’t know a scrape from a hog wallow. Nevertheless, they will have tags on bucks.

The goal Nate Matthews and I have set for ourselves is to give you something to cut the odds on your next hunt, for whatever game interests you—whitetail deer, mallards, pheasants, moose, you name it.

Nate and I come your way from a background of working with some of the most highly respected magazines in the outdoor field—Field & Stream, Sports Afield, and Outdoor Life. We do not present ourselves as experts in the various hunts we cover. But we know the people who are—and you will find them in the pages ahead.

If you feel lucky, I’m sure you will carry that on your next hunt. As I have suggested, Lady Luck makes a fine companion. Nate and I hope, however, that you will be taking some of these tips along to supplement the Lady’s efforts. You might be on a deer stand at dawn and hear something shuffling your way, breaking sticks, making noise. Sounds like another hunter, except . . . oh yes . . . there was this tip you heard somewhere. About bucks sometimes making noise instead of sneaking in. You keep watching . . . and then raise your gun. Yes!

Sometimes, just the right tip is all you need to have a great day.

Good luck!


 —Lamar Underwood





CHAPTER 1

White-tailed Deer Hunting


1. Don’t Shoot Bucks That Look Insecure

When you first see a buck, take a moment to check its posture. Dominant bucks hold their heads high and walk loosely with their tails held straight out. A subordinate buck walks with stiff legs and a hunched back, and keeps its tail between its legs. If you see a good buck in a subordinate posture, consider holding your shot. It could mean there’s a real monster in the area.
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2. Find Small Bucks Near Big Scrapes

If you’re looking to shoot a buck quickly during the rut and aren’t much concerned about the size of its antlers, look for a large scrape that’s torn up, irregularly shaped, and looks like it’s being used by more than one deer. Younger, more submissive bucks frequent such scrapes. Since these bucks are less wary and more numerous than trophy animals, you’ll stand a good chance of filling your tag faster than you would when hunting scrapes made by solitary (and often bigger) deer.




3. The Surefire Spot for Big Bucks

Don’t give up on a hunting spot when you learn a big whitetail has been taken there. If it was a dominant buck, a host of suitors for this vacated territory will soon move in. The sudden void may dramatically increase other bucks’ activity. If you can hunt where another hunter has already bagged a big buck, do it!




4. See More Deer by Scanning an Area Twice

Immediately after stopping at a vantage point, allow your eyes to relax and move them slowly back and forth over the surrounding terrain without focusing on any specific feature. Relaxed eyes automatically focus on any movement within their field of vision. If no deer are moving in your immediate vicinity, shift to a tightly focused analysis of every piece of cover you can see. Peer into the shadows, looking for pieces of deer—bits of antler, the curve of an ear, or the horizontal line of a back. Move to your next vantage point once you’re satisfied that you’ve probed all the places a deer might be hiding.




5. Don’t Store Your Gear Directly beneath Your Stand

Always pile equipment you’re not bringing up into your tree stand (or are bringing up by rope after you climb up yourself, such as your gun or bow) on the opposite side of the tree from where you’re climbing. You won’t land on it if you’re unlucky enough to fall during your climb.




6. Blood Drops: It’s Direction that Counts

When a blood trail begins to peter out, mark the locations of blood drops—however sparse—as you find them. Eventually, the tape will point to the general direction the wounded critter is heading, useful information when the blood stops.




7. Don’t Use Too Much Freshly Collected Scent

If you plan to use scent collected from the glands of a freshly-killed deer, make sure to use less of it than you would of the bottled stuff. The fresh gland scent will be much more potent than what you can buy commercially.




8. Deer Stand Alertness

Don’t be fooled by loud noises coming your way when you’re on the deer stand—sticks breaking, leaves being shuffled. What you think sounds like another hunter coming your way may, in fact, be a buck. They don’t always sneak through the woods.




9. Avoid Startling Squirrels, Jays, and Other Animals That Have Loud Alarm Calls

The smart hunter doesn’t concern himself solely with how or what nearby deer may hear, but does go to great pains to make sure he does not alert or spook other creatures as well, which may turn on their own warning sirens.

—John Weiss,
 Advanced Deer Hunting, 1987




10. Three Steps to Proper Still-hunting

Proper still-hunting can be described as a three-step process. Step one is to stand motionless behind an object that will break up your outline while searching the surrounding area thoroughly for any sign that deer are present. Step two is to remain still and use your eyes to pick out a way forward that lets you place your feet on the quietest ground cover possible, such as bare rock, moss, wet leaves, or soft snow. Step three is to scan the woods for deer one more time, then slowly and silently navigate the route you’ve picked out. Repeat steps one through three until you find your buck. Do not rush. A good still-hunter will sometimes take an hour to traverse 100 yards of heavy cover.




11. Catch Wary Peak-season Bucks Off Guard during Lunch

Because of increased pressure during the rut, mature bucks will often change their patterns to avoid hunter activity. Many will become nocturnal, but a significant number instead spend more time searching for does during the middle of the day, when most hunters are back at camp taking naps and eating lunch. Try sitting your stand during the hours before and after noon to catch these deer off guard.




12. Use Different Routes to Your Deer Stand at Sunrise and Sunset

Never walk through a crop field in the early morning when approaching a deer stand set up near its edge. Deer are likely feeding in this field under cover of darkness—you will startle them if you don’t take a back route to your stand. The opposite is true when you’re approaching the same stand during the afternoon or evening hours. Deer are likely bedded in the cover you used to hide your approach in the morning, waiting for the sun to go down before moving out to feed. You should approach your stand through the field at this time of the day.
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13. The Last Thing to Do before Giving Up on a Wounded Deer

There are too many stories about wounded big game animals returning to where they were first hit to ignore it as an occasional occurrence. Perhaps because deer and elk are herd animals and feel safe in numbers, the wounded animal often comes back to the location where it was first shot to find its companions. Whatever the reason, if you fail to recover the animal, go back and search the area where it was shot.

—The Hearst Corporation, Deer Hunter’s Almanac: A Complete Guide to Finding, Taking, and Preparing America’s Premier Game Animal, 1996




14. Hunt over Dew during Drought

A great place to hunt during dry, hot, early season conditions is on the edge of a meadow where there’s lots of bright, green grass. Deer don’t just drink water from ponds and rivers. They’ll also lick dew off vegetation, especially when there’s been a drought in your area, so these meadows will attract lots of thirsty animals.




15. Hunt Standing Corn on Windy Days

Fields of standing corn make fantastic habitat for whitetails, but they can be difficult to hunt by yourself. The noise you make while pushing through the dry stalks will startle deer long before you’re close enough to see them in the thick cover. The secret is to wait for a windy day, then still-hunt upwind through the dry stalks, letting the sound of the wind in the corn mask the noise of your passage. Do this and you’ll stand a good chance of catching your quarry unaware at close range.




16. When Shots Are Fired

The sound of a single shot, followed by silence, is awesome in the deer woods. There’s a wonderful old Indian expression about it that goes: One shot . . . meat! Two shots . . . maybe. Three shots . . . heap shit!




17. Drive Deer on Opening Day

If you’re going to use deer drives, the best time to hold them is on opening day, when you know where bucks are holding based on the information you learned while scouting before the season opened. If you wait until later in the season, other hunters will likely have disrupted the patterns you worked so hard to identify.




18. Set up Multiple Deer Decoys at Once

If you’re planning to hunt over a deer decoy, consider using more than one at a time. Bucks often view single decoys with caution and may not approach them quickly, but will be much less likely to grow suspicious if you’ve set up a group of two or three.




19. Clearing out Your Ground Stand

Before taking a simple stand at the base of a tree or stump, clear the area where you’ll be sitting of leaves and debris that would otherwise give you away every time you move.




20. Call Startled Bucks by Rattling Your Antlers

Rattling can be a good way to pique the curiosity of bucks that you’ve inadvertently startled while still-hunting. If you see a white flag or hear a deer snort, pull out your antlers and clack them together for a few seconds. If the deer you’ve startled did not smell or otherwise recognize you, it may assume that the motion that startled it was made by another deer, and could return to investigate. Be ready.




21. Guess a Deer’s Sex by Analyzing Its Gait

You can tell buck tracks from doe tracks more easily when tracking deer through the snow. Does place their feet with precision; bucks sway from side to side while walking, a rolling gait that often leaves drag marks in powder. Longer drag marks may mean you’ve found the trail of an older or heavier buck.
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22. Let a Doe’s Ears Tell You When a Buck is Nearby

When you encounter a single doe near your stand or while still-hunting during the rut, watch her ears. If she’s walking, unalarmed, and has one ear cupped backward and the other pointing forward, chances are good that she’s keeping tabs on a buck following her back trail. Get ready.




23. Never Wrap a Deer Carcass in Plastic

Do not use plastic when transporting your deer from where you hunt to where you plan to butcher it. The material will prevent heat and moisture from escaping the carcass, which could lead to poor flavor and even spoiled meat.




24. Size a Buck’s Rack by Following His Trail on Snowy Days

One way to tell if you’re following the track of a big buck is to see how much snow the buck’s antlers knock off when he walks under tree branches or through low brush. The rack will knock snow off a two-foot or wider space if he’s a big one.

—The Hearst Corporation,
 Deer Hunter’s Almanac: A Complete Guide to Finding, Taking, and Preparing America’s Premier Game Animal, 1996
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25. Hunt Near Food Sources When the Barometer Starts Dropping

White-tailed deer feed heavily in the days and hours leading up to the arrival of violent low-pressure systems. Watch your barometer. When the pressure starts dropping, head to the edges of crop fields and alfalfa meadows, or to stands of mature oak where the ground is covered with acorns. As the front gets closer, start hunting from stands set up along trails that lead from these food sources to heavy cover where you know deer go to hunker down during nasty weather.




26. Flush Big Bucks from beneath Downed Trees

When still-hunting through mature forest during hot weather, keep your eyes peeled for large trees that have been uprooted recently by storms. The maze of shade and cover offered by the fallen limbs and branches provides one of the best hiding places in the forest, and big bucks will often bed down deep within their embrace to escape the heat of the day. Experienced animals feel very secure in such cover and may not flush unless you get extremely close to them. Approach every such tree you can find.




27. Identify Active Scrapes by Looking for Overhead Branches

If you’re looking to tag a buck, don’t bother hunting over scrapes that don’t have branches hanging overhead. Bucks rub their foreheads on such branches in order to leave their scent behind. If none are present, the scrape is not being actively used.




28. Learn How to Hang Your Stand Quickly and Quietly

It’s a good idea to practice putting up and taking down your portable tree stand quickly and quietly before the season starts. Carrying your stand with you while you hunt is a great tactic that lets you adapt to changing wind, weather, and deer behavior patterns throughout the day, but not if it takes you a noisy hour to hang one. You should be able to pick out a tree, hang your stand, and start hunting from it in less than twenty minutes.




29. Your “As Needed” Bore Cover

A leftover balloon from your child’s last birthday party will make a good bore cover if you’re hunting in the rain or snow.




30. Don’t Rattle When . . . (Part I)

Don’t waste your time rattling on warm, sunny days. Bucks will be bedded down and less likely to move to respond to your calling.




31. Don’t Rattle When . . . (Part II)

Don’t waste your time rattling in gusty wind. Bucks must hear the sounds of your antlers in order to respond to them, and heavy wind will prevent your calls from traveling far enough to attract your quarry.




32. A Heart Attack Will Definitely Ruin Your Hunt

If you’re carrying a lot of extra flab and are not used to exercise and physical exertion, you ought to take it easy in your deer hunting. Climbing hills, slogging through mud and rough terrain, and climbing to a tree stand can put you at serious risk if you’re not accustomed to such activity. If you have any doubts at all, have your doc check you out. Perhaps you should even consider a stress test. It’s better to know the truth about your condition than go down with a heart attack in the deer woods.




33. Don’t Get Too Hot to Sit Still in Cold Weather

When hiking out to your tree stand in cold weather, do not wear all the layers you’ll need to stay warm while sitting still. Doing so will cause you to sweat heavily on the way in, and this sweat will cool quickly once you stop moving, leaving you too chilled to remain quiet for long. Dress lightly and carry your outer layers in a backpack. Pull on warmer clothing only after you’ve climbed up into your stand and sat long enough for your heart rate to slow down.




34. Keep Your Cartridges Clean to Avoid a Jammed Action

Cleaning and oiling your gun is vital to its smooth operation, but won’t prevent it from jamming if you don’t also clean your cartridges. Do so regularly with a well-oiled cloth, and you’ll prevent this frustrating malfunction.




35. Pop a Cap to Prevent Muzzleloader Misfires

Always fire off a blank cap or two before loading your muzzleloader in preparation for a hunt. The small explosion produced by the cap will clean your rifle’s nipple of any residue that could result in a misfire at a critical moment when you’re out in the field.




36. Read Rub Lines to Anticipate a Buck’s Movements at Different Times of the Day

Rubs can show you to where, at what time of the day, and in what direction a buck normally travels. When you first find a rub, get down on your knees so that your field of vision is similar to that of the buck that made the rub. Scan for additional rubs in the area—chances are good you’ll find another from thirty to fifty yards away. Repeat this process until you’ve identified a series of rubs, called a rub line. Rub lines often mark the routes a buck uses to travel to and from his preferred feeding and bedding areas. Most rubs in a line will be made on the same side of each tree; this tells you the direction the buck travels when using the route. If the line leads from a feeding area to thick bedding cover, set up a stand nearby and hunt there in the morning. If the line leads away from bedding cover, hunt it in the evening.
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37. Hunt All Three Phases of the Rut

A good deer hunter knows that there is not just one rut, but three. The first, called the pre-rut, occurs in early October, when mature, four- and five-year-old does first come into estrus. The second, known as the peak or primary rut, runs from late October to the last week of November, and is when the majority of female deer come into heat. The third, called the post-rut or late rut, takes place twenty-eight days after the end of the primary rut, as does that were not bred during October and November come back into estrus. These pre- and post-rut phases do not last long. Look for a sudden explosion of fresh buck sign, then hunt hard for several days using techniques, such as rattling, that take advantage of the increased aggression triggered by competition for a limited number of willing does.




38. Hitch a Ride to Spook Fewer Deer

You can avoid spooking deer on your way to your stand if you hitch a ride on a truck, tractor, or ATV if you hunt on farmland or other property where the owners regularly use motorized vehicles to get around. The deer in such habitat become used to the sounds of engines and will be less likely to flee than they will from the sounds you make sneaking to your stand on foot.




39. Fill Doe Tags Early

Fill your doe tags early in the season. With meat in the freezer, you’ll be far less tempted to shoot a small buck or attempt a marginal shot.




40. Baby Steps Mean Quiet Steps

When you’re still-hunting at a snail’s pace, you can’t use your regular walking stride or you’ll fall off balance. Each step forward should be no longer than your boot length.

—John Weiss,
 The Whitetail Deer Hunter’s Almanac, 2000




41. Don’t Rely on Early Season Scouting Later in the Year

Do the bulk of your deer scouting two or three weeks before the season. If you scout much earlier, foods, the stage of the rut, and deer movement patterns may change before opening day, invalidating your findings.

—The Hearst Corporation, Deer Hunter’s Almanac: A Complete Guide to Finding, Taking, and Preparing America’s Premier Game Animal, 1996




42. Use a Sled to Haul Your Buck

A cheap plastic sled makes short work of dragging deer out of the woods in snowy conditions. You can buy these sleds for less than $10 at most big-box department stores.




43. Stay Focused on Your Stand by Baiting Squirrels and Birds

Here’s a great tip from Jerome B. Robinson of Field & Stream. To help pass the time when you’re spending long hours in a deer stand, take along a few ounces of birdseed, he says. Scatter the seed on a nearby log or other bare area within a few yards of your stand. Birds, chipmunks, and squirrels are sure to discover the horde and will give you hours of entertainment, and their presence will keep you alert and remind you to remain still.




44. Gain Extra Seconds to Shoot When Rattling in a Buck

Bucks will often appear at the most inopportune moments, especially when you’re rattling antlers to call them in. If you spot one while holding a rack in your hands, don’t be afraid to put it down and pick up your gun. The buck you’ve called will be expecting to see some motion and will be less likely to startle immediately when he sees you, which gives you a few extra moments to shoot him. Using one smooth, unhurried motion, pick up your rifle, shoulder it, and fire. Make sure that you do not move too fast or jerk your arms, rifle, or body. Such sudden movements signal your excitement and may alarm the animal.




45. Never Put Scent Too Close to Your Tree Stand

Avoid placing a scent attractant too near your tree stand or ground blind. Doing so may cause a deer to focus its attention close to where you are trying to hide, which increases the risk that it will spot you before you’re ready to take a shot.




46. Scout Hunting Land during Early Spring

The best time to scout and map out an area is during the spring before foliage develops. Rubs, scrapes, trails, and bedding areas are highly visible, and the intrusion will be long forgotten by next fall’s season.

—Hearst Communications, Inc. and Cowles Creative Publishing, Inc.,
 Hunting Today’s Whitetail: Strategies for Success, 1998




47. Tie Back Branches When Hanging Your Tree Stand

While a good pair of pruning shears can be a bowhunter’s best friend, there are many situations in which you should refrain from overclipping. For example, when setting up your tree stand, it is a good idea to try tying back any branches that obstruct your view, using a length of rope or wire. This method is quieter than clipping, will cause less damage to the tree you’re using, and the branches can often be more easily positioned behind your stand in order to break up your silhouette.
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48. Act like You’re Grazing during Open-country Stalks

Open spaces are the toughest places to stalk. One proven strategy is to approach on all fours from downwind in a meandering fashion, as if you were a grazing animal. Use tall grass, shrubs, or whatever cover is available to hide your profile, and stop frequently, as if feeding.

—Len McDougall, Tracking and Reading Sign: A Guide to Mastering the Original Forensic Science, 2010




49. Let Blood Color Tell You How Fast to Follow a Wounded Buck

Blood trails don’t just tell you the direction a wounded deer is moving. They can also provide good information about where on its body you shot the animal, and how quickly you should follow its trail. Bright red blood is full of oxygen and often means you’ve hit your deer in the lungs. Deer hit this way don’t go far, so you can pursue them quickly. Dark red or purple blood may indicate a gut shot. If you find such blood, particularly in conjunction with bits of intestinal fat, and there’s no precipitation forecast that could wash away or obscure the trail, consider giving the animal time to bed down and stiffen up before looking for a follow-up shot. Gut-shot deer often run long distances if they’re chased immediately after being wounded.




50. Buy a Good Scope to Hunt Longer during Low Light

One of the best investments a hunter can make is a good-quality scope. Not only will one allow you to shoot with more confidence and accuracy at long distances, but the best scopes also collect enough light during the early morning and late evening hours to give you nearly thirty minutes of extra shooting time at either end of the day, a critical advantage considering that these hours are the ones when bucks are most likely to be on the move. Do not buy a cheap scope—the lower-quality glass will not collect the light you need.




51. Find Big Bucks by Locating Thrashed-up Brush

If you find a rub on a big tree, do not assume it was left by a buck with a big rack. Smaller-racked deer often rub on large-diameter trunks (although a big-racked buck will generally not waste his time rubbing on a small tree). Big bucks will, however, destroy a bush. If you’re looking for a true trophy, locate a patch of brush that’s been torn up and dislodged from the ground. Dominant deer use these to demonstrate their power and to leave more scent behind.




52. Trying out Your High-Tech Stuff

Practice with all the technical gear in your arsenal. Deer season is the wrong time to learn how to use your laser rangefinder and GPS unit. As you do with your hunting rifle, practice with those units until their operation becomes second nature.




53. Don’t Be Too Lazy to Hunt Downwind

Still-hunting can be hard work when you’re stalking through steep terrain. Don’t be lazy. If you spot thick cover where you think a buck might be holed up, make sure to approach it from downwind, even if that means circling down, around, and back up steep slopes and ledges. Make sure you move slowly enough to avoid getting winded—it’s very difficult to shoot accurately when you can’t catch your breath.




54. The Most Important Decision

Making sure of your target is the most important decision in whitetail hunting. Depending on seeing blaze orange isn’t good enough. You’ve got to be damn sure of what you’re aiming at. Is it a deer? Is it a buck? Or is it something that sort of looks like a deer? If there’s any doubt whatsoever, don’t touch that trigger! Being too quick on the trigger has caused countless tragedies in deer hunting.




55. Leave Treetops to Feed Your Herd

When felling trees and bucking up logs for winter firewood, never haul the crowns of the trees out of the lot. Deer will browse on the tender branch tips all through the cold winter months.




56. Use Binoculars in Close Quarters

Get in the habit of bringing and regularly using a good pair of binoculars, even in close terrain where you’d normally not think to do so. Their magnification power and ability to pick up extra light will let you penetrate shadows in thick cover and locate animals there that you’d never have been able see with your naked eyes.




57. Find Deer in Transition Zones

During the end of October and in early November, before the peak of the rut, deer switch from grazing in fields to browsing on twigs, branches, and buds. These foods are most easily found in wide transition zones of thick understory that grow up between mature forests and more open fields and meadows, where the shade cast by tall trees is not deep enough to inhibit the growth of younger saplings. The thick growth also serves as cover for the animals after leaves have fallen from the branches of more mature timber. Set your stand near deer trails close to rubs or scrapes in these transition zones, and you’ll have a good chance of filling your tag.




58. Still-hunt Uphill in the Early Morning

On calm days when there’s little wind, air will flow downhill as it cools in the evening, and uphill as it heats up during the day. Deer use these currents to keep track of their surroundings. To keep them off your scent, hunt your way uphill in the late evening and early morning hours, and down during the rest of the day.




59. Store Emergency Equipment in Inner Layers

Always keep vital survival gear (whistle, matches, compass, med kit, etc.) in a pocket of one of your inner layers—something you know you won’t remove, even if you warm up while sitting in your stand. Do not store it in your pack or in anything else that’s easy to take off and hang on a limb next to where you’re sitting. You’ll be in a bad spot if you fall from your stand and are too injured to climb up to retrieve the tools you need to call for help and keep yourself alive until it arrives.




60. Hunt in Three Places at Once

One of the best locations to hunt is the intersection of three different types of vegetation. Look for a field corner bounded by timber on one side and a swamp, slough, or bottomland on the other, then hang your stand in a tree with a good view of any trails that lead from one to the other.
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61. Don’t Hang Your Stand Too High in Steep Terrain

While hanging your stand high in a tree will better hide your presence in level terrain, doing so in steep, hilly country may actually put you at eye level with deer working down the ridges you’re hunting. Try lowering your stand to camouflage your silhouette in such conditions. A deer looking downhill will have a more difficult time spotting you against a backdrop of leaf litter than it will spotting you against the sky.
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62. Use Hunting Pressure on Public Land to Your Advantage

If you hunt public land that gets lots of pressure during the prime shotgun or rifle season, you’re going to run into other hunters in the woods. Instead of letting them ruin your hunt, figure out how to use them to your advantage. Set your stand up on trails leading to thick cover near routes you know other hunters are using. Deer will flee to these areas when spooked by all the unusual sights, sounds, and smells in the woods, so you’ll be in a good position to catch them as they sneak through.




63. Get Your Decoy’s Antler Size Just Right

Whitetail buck decoys work well during all three phases of the rut. Since most bucks in an area can recognize each other by sight and smell, any interloper represents a challenge that will often be met with curious and even violent behavior. Make sure, however, that your decoy’s antlers are neither too large nor too small for the area you’re hunting. Too small, and dominant animals may not consider the decoy worthy of their attention. Too large, and it may intimidate the buck you’re hunting.




64. Guess a Deer’s Sex by Following Its Trail

If you are following tracks that meander through the woods, you can bet you are on the trail of a doe. Bucks walk with purpose. Their tracks will often move from point A to point B while taking the path of least resistance.

—Hearst Communications, Inc. and Cowles Creative Publishing, Inc., 
Hunting Today’s Whitetail: Strategies for Success, 1998
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65. A Very Necessary Extra

Carry a blunt or judo point in your quiver on high-country bowhunts. They’re perfect for thumping a grouse or two for dinner. However, make certain your blunt-equipped arrow is distinctively different from your regular shafts; otherwise you could nock it by mistake when a critter with antlers shows up. He’d end up with a bruised shoulder, and you with an equally damaged ego.
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66. The Deer Are Watching You!

When you’re hunting whitetails on small woodlots, deer can pattern you as much as you try to pattern them. So change stand locations frequently. Even change where you park from time to time.




67. A Basic Rule for Knowing When to Move and When to Sit Still

When you know deer are on the move, such as in the morning and evening hours, you should sit still in a good stand or other ambush point and wait for the animals to come to you. It is only during conditions in which deer stop moving that you should move to find them.




68. Still-hunt Heavy Cover on Windy Days

Many deer hunters don’t like to go out on windy days, but such days can be good for stalking. When the wind is blowing hard, deer lie up in heavy cover and won’t move. You can stalk brushy draws and other tangles and often get extremely close to the deer.

—Hearst Communications, Inc. and Cowles Creative Publishing, Inc.,
 Hunting Today’s Whitetail: Strategies for Success, 1998




69. Don’t Eat Breakfast at a Diner on Opening Morning

If you’re planning to meet your hunting buddies before heading out into the woods on opening day, don’t meet in a roadside diner. Food and tobacco odors are very strong in restaurants, and these can quickly contaminate your clothing, making it much easier for deer to scent you.




70. Develop a Quiet Stride for Still-hunting

Maintaining proper balance is the key to walking quietly across the forest floor. A long stride combined with little forward momentum will often leave you tipping to one side or the other, which can force you to place your feet awkwardly as you catch your balance. To reduce the noise you make, learn to take smaller steps, and to place your feet heel or toe first. Shift your weight slowly onto your forward leg while rolling your foot from heel to toe (or toe to heel). When performed properly, this movement—called the rolling compression step—will allow you to feel any twigs, branches, or other objects that might make noise before you place your full weight on them. This lets you shift your weight to your back leg before the object snaps, then place your front foot in a new, less noisy spot.




71. Analyze Stomach Contents to Pattern Feeding Behavior

It’s a good idea to examine the stomach contents of a deer you’ve shot. Less-digested food is what the deer ate last; well-digested food was eaten earlier in the day. You can use this information to guess where the deer was feeding in the hours before you killed it, and then apply what you’ve learned toward filling any open tags you or your buddies still have.




72. Set up Multiple Stands to Beat the Wind

A good way to compensate for changing wind directions is to have multiple stands set up over a single site. If the wind shifts while you’re sitting in one of them, simply change stands so that you’re sitting downwind of where you think deer will appear.




73. Walk More Quietly by Staying on Established Trails

Try to stay on game trails and logging roads whenever possible while still-hunting through the woods. It is much easier to walk quietly on ground packed by other feet or hooves than it is to cut silently through loose litter on a forest floor, and chances are good that deer are using these trails for the same reason.




74. Moon Up, Whitetails Moving

Living, as I do, adjacent to a sizable stretch of forest many whitetails call home, I have been able to observe a particular whitetail habit you can count on with absolute assurance: An early-rising moon in the late afternoon sky triggers early whitetail movement. They do not bother waiting until dark to begin their foraging. And, of course, the early full moon is the best of all.




75. Let Biting Flies Show You Where Your Buck is Hiding

When the weather is hot during the early season, bucks will hole up deep in cool, well-shaded swamps and bottomlands. Unfortunately for the deer, such places are often infested with biting flies. Stalk slowly through this cover and look for the motion of a buck shaking his head or flicking his ears to dislodge them.




76. Find Bucks in a Startled Herd by Counting Raised Tails

If you spook a group of deer while hunting in heavy cover, look to see if all of them have raised their tails. Does use this white flag to signal danger more often than bucks do when startled. If you see a deer running with its tail down, chances are good you’ve found a buck.




77. Follow Tracks in Low Light by Using Their Shadows

Deer tracks become difficult to detect and even seem to disappear in certain light conditions. When faced with this frustrating situation, use the old Indian trick of moving from side to side to get the light in the most favorable position. When the light is at the right angle, the hoof impressions or disturbed leaves will become apparent because of the shadows they cast.

—The Hearst Corporation, Deer Hunter’s Almanac: A Complete Guide to Finding, Taking, and Preparing America’s Premier Game Animal, 1996




78. Easy Way to Check the Wind

Save a few of the black neck feathers from your next ruffed grouse—or the lightest feathers you can pick off doves, pheasants, or quail if they’re your favorite birds. Hung from a bow limb with a piece of dental floss, a light feather is a great wind direction indicator.
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79. Don’t Scare Big Bucks out of Bedding Sites

If you’ve located a good buck before the season, resist the urge to hunt him in his bedding site. This is almost certain to drive a wary trophy animal out of the area. Instead, hunt the travel zones between his bedding and feeding spots.

—The Hearst Corporation, Deer Hunter’s Almanac: A Complete Guide to Finding, Taking, and Preparing America’s Premier Game Animal, 1996




80. Tweak Your Climbing Stand to Make Less Noise

Climbing stands are great tools to use for hunting through unfamiliar territory. They let you combine the mobility of still-hunting with the concealment and view of a stand. Their biggest drawback is that they tend to be noisy. You can reduce the noise your stand makes by modifying it slightly. Use bungee cords to secure the two pieces of your stand so that they don’t bang together as you walk. Replace wingnuts with plastic knobs, which make less noise when bumped against the metal frame, are quieter when being tightened, and are easier to turn when you’re wearing gloves.




81. Throw in a Pullover Cap

Watch caps, ski caps, or beanies. Call them what you like, but a simple pullover cap will capture more body heat than just about any garment. There are many choices today besides the traditional knit type. Some are made large enough to pull over the top of a regular, baseball-type cap. Tuck one in your gear bag. It weighs next to nothing and could save your hunt—or even your life.




82. Big Rub, Big Buck

When the rub you spot has been made on a tree of considerable diameter, instead of a sticklike sapling, it probably looks as if it was made by a big buck. And it was! Small, fork-horn bucks don’t make those big rubs.




83. Gauge How Well Your Stand Is Hidden Using Black-and-White Images

A good way to tell if your stand or blind is well concealed is to photograph yourself sitting in it during the exact hours of the day you think you’ll be hunting from it. Use a digital camera, and convert your images from color to black-and-white using the image-processing program on your computer. Deer are colorblind, so these black-and-white images will give you a good idea of the patterns, shapes, and tones that seem out of place. If you and your stand are easily recognizable, reconfigure its position and make sure that it is not too bright or too dark compared to its surroundings.




84. Keep Your Rattling Antlers Fresh

Keep your favorite pair of rattling antlers sounding as if they’re attached to a live buck with regular applications of linseed oil. The antlers should make sharp clicks and clacks when rattled, not dull clunks.




85. Practice with Your Bow in Hunting Situations

Always practice shooting your bow under the same conditions in which you expect to shoot your deer. You may be able to stick five arrows into a circle the size of your fist at fifty yards when you’re standing on flat ground and wearing a T-shirt, but that won’t help you much if you don’t know how to do the same thing while wearing a heavy jacket. Spend time during the preseason simulating live hunting situations. Use broadheads rather than field points, wear your hunting clothes, and practice shooting from awkward positions and elevated angles.
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86. Hunt Sleepy Bucks on Beds during a Full Moon

When the moon is full and the sky is clear, white-tailed deer will feed heavily during the evening hours and move less often during the day than they will when the sky stays dark all night. Run drives through heavy cover or still-hunt other likely bedding areas after a well-lit night to increase your chances of filling your tag in such conditions.




87. Don’t Hang Your Stand Where You Find the Most Sign

Areas chock-full of deer trails, droppings, rubs, and beds are not always the best places to hang your stand. The abundance of sign could mean that the area is being used as a sanctuary—a place where deer congregate before heading out to feed, or where they bed down during the middle of the day. Since deer spend a great deal of time in such places, they become very familiar with them and will be sensitive to unusual sounds, smells, and sights. It can be extremely difficult to camouflage your presence under such conditions.




88. Identify Places Where Deer Go to Drink

White-tailed deer do not require watering holes in the true sense of the term, but they will drink at specific spots along their normal travel routes. If you can find a watering area that’s secluded and near heavy cover, you will increase your deer sightings immensely.

—Hearst Communications, Inc. and Cowles Creative Publishing, Inc.,
 Hunting Today’s Whitetail: Strategies for Success, 1998




89. Don’t Wait to Cut Shooting Lanes

When setting up your tree stand, it’s always a good idea to clear a few shooting lanes into brush where you think deer will be moving. But make sure you do this well in advance of opening day. Clear too late, and the deer you want moving unconcerned through the area you’re hunting will get spooked by the freshly cut brush.
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90. Clippers Aren’t Just for Shooting Lanes

You can reduce the noise you make while still-hunting through heavy cover by using a pair of pruning shears to clip awkward branches and brambles that are blocking your path.




91. Sit Your Stand in the Morning When Hunting Hot Weather

Whitetails are more active than normal during the night when the weather is unseasonably warm, and will stay bedded down in well-shaded cover that’s close to a water source during the heat of the day. They may start moving again as the temperature starts dropping early in the evening, but when it’s really hot the air won’t begin to cool until well after darkness. The best time of the day to hunt deer during hot weather is during the first two hours of shooting light in the morning, when the air is coolest and you can catch your quarry moving from where they’ve been feeding to where they’ll bed during daylight.




92. Hunt over Acorns to Catch Trophy Bucks Off Guard

Acorn-producing stands of red and white oak trees in forested terrain are great places to find big deer that are too wary to enter open fields before dark. Such terrain offers more cover and lower light conditions; shy animals will tarry as they feed toward their bedding sites, giving you a longer window in which to ambush them.
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93. Practice with Your Bow for at Least a Month

No matter how well you shoot, you should always practice regularly for at least a month before opening day of bow season. A bow will often shoot differently after it’s been hung up for the off season. You too become familiar with any quirks it’s picked up from the effects of long storage, and even the best archer will grow rusty without practice.




94. Watch a Feeding Deer’s Tail

Feeding deer always twitch their tails immediately before raising their heads to look around. If you immediately freeze when you see this motion, you’ll be much less likely to alert the animal to your presence. Continue your stalk when the animal puts its head back down to feed.




95. Bagging a Lunchtime Buck

Since most whitetail hunters are on their stands at first light, they tend to get restless from midmorning to noon. Many head back to camp, or their vehicles, seeking a sandwich and a chat with their buddies. That’s when they inadvertently spook whatever deer are around, sending them sneaking away or bolting through the countryside. And that’s exactly when hunters who have stayed on their stands, quiet and alert, reap the rewards of the biggest bucks.
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96. Hunt Late Season Deer during the Warmest Time of the Day

As daylight grows short and the weather grows colder, most white-tailed deer stop feeding during the twilight hours of early morning and late evening, as they do earlier in the season. Instead, they conserve energy by searching out the twigs and branches that make up their winter forage mostly during the warmest hours of the day. Try sleeping in and sitting your stand when the sun is high to catch them on the move.




97. Learn to Make Less Noise by Analyzing Your Trail

Here’s a good way to improve your ability to walk quietly. First, practice your technique for about fifteen minutes while walking through noisy terrain. Remember the places where you felt you did well, and the places where you made mistakes. When your time is up, reverse course and analyze the trail you left. Your tracks can give you valuable clues about the best ways to place your feet.




98. Look for a Body When the Blood Trial Disappears

If you’re tracking a wounded deer that you thought you hit well, but the blood trail you’re following suddenly dries up, don’t give up hope. Animals often stop bleeding just before they fall down dead. Search the area thoroughly, and you’ll often find your deer nearby.




99. Look for Deer When the Wind Blows Late

Wind normally dies down late in the day. If it does not, or if it picks up in the late afternoon or around sunset on a calm day, there’s likely a weather system about to move through your area. Deer are generally more active ahead of bad weather, so keep your eyes peeled for movement, and make sure you’re downwind of where you expect them to work through your stand site.




100. Any Buck Is a Good Buck!

In my personal opinion, the concept of hunting only trophy deer seems misguided for most hunters. If you get a kick out of it, fine. Have at it. Most hunters, however, simply want to get out to the deer woods with the idea of bringing home a buck, any buck. The bigger the buck, the more thrills we might feel. But in the end, the old deer-hunting bromide is so, so true: You can’t eat horns. My advice is to relax, enjoy your hunting, and stick to the premise that any buck is a good buck.




101. Biggest-bodied Whitetail of All Time

The heaviest white-tailed deer ever recorded was shot in Minnesota in 1926 by Carl Lenander, Jr. The animal weighed 402 pounds, dressed; its live weight was estimated at 511 pounds.




102. Clean Your Muzzleloader after Every Shot

Always swab out your barrel with a clean, moist patch after every shot you take at the range with your muzzleloader. Blackpowder guns foul quickly. The buildup will hurt your accuracy and make loading difficult if you do not remove it right away.




103. Keep Your Buck’s Hair off the Meat to Improve Its Taste

When gutting, skinning, quartering, and butchering a buck, take care to keep its hair off the meat, especially if you shot your deer during any phase of the rut. This will help prevent it from taking on that strong, gamy flavor that most people find distasteful.




104. Bang on a Root to Call in Deer

Deer are curious animals, and you can use this characteristic to call them out of thick cover or within shooting range. One simple way to do so is to tap a tree root with a metal object such as a spent cartridge or a knife handle. If you’re well hidden and the woods are quiet, this unusual sound may cause any deer close enough to hear it to move. If you’re watching closely, you can spot this movement, then plan your shot or stalk accordingly.




105. Age a Buck by Looking at His Droppings

Adult buck droppings are generally thicker, longer, and more clumped together in a single mass than are doe droppings. A good rule of thumb to determine the approximate age of a buck is that a single pellet measuring about ¾ inch is from a buck about 2½ to 3½ years old. Larger pellets up to 1 ⅜ inches long are usually from the truly trophy-size animals.

—Hearst Communications, Inc. and Cowles Creative Publishing, Inc.,
 Hunting Today’s Whitetail: Strategies for Success, 1998




106. The Best Layer to Keep Warm

A light jacket or shirt that has a wind-stopping membrane can keep you warmer than a couple of layers of standard fabric. These are perfect garments for creating layers.




107. Only Stalk Fresh Tracks Early in the Morning

The best time to follow fresh deer tracks through snow when still-hunting is during the early morning hours. At this time of the day, deer are on their feet but moving slowly toward their beds, which means you stand a decent chance of catching up to them before they settle down in thick cover. Follow a parallel course as far from the tracks as you can without losing the trail. Use trees, brush, and other obstructions to hide your movements. Remember that tracks only show you where an animal has been; maintain most of your focus not on the tracks themselves, but on the area to which they seem to lead.




108. Make a Deer Decoy that Fits in Your Pocket

You can use the tail of a deer you’ve killed as an effective decoy by simply hanging it from a tree near your stand and sprinkling it with scent. Tie a length of string to it that’s long enough to reach where you’re sitting, and use it to twitch the tail every half hour or so. Deer notice twitching tails from great distances and will often come from far away to investigate the movement.




109. Play a Bleat Call like a Musical Instrument

You won’t have much success if you simply rely on the basic sound a bleat call makes to attract white-tailed deer. Bleat calls are like musical instruments. It’s easy to use them to create simple sounds, but nobody wants to listen unless you put some feeling behind the notes. Convince yourself that you’re a fawn in true distress; be plaintive, frightened, hungry, and disoriented, and make sure your call expresses how you feel. Then sit back and watch the does come running.




110. Look Downhill When Still-hunting during Bad Weather

The best places to still-hunt during violent weather are found on elevated terrain. Benches crossing the sides of ridges make excellent routes to follow because they give you top-down looks into the kinds of thick cover where deer like to hole up. That extra field of view means you’ll have more shots than you would if you were stalking through level ground, where the cover you’re hunting will usually obstruct your line of sight.
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