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Preface

What’s the secret to regularly killing mature bucks in pressured areas? The answer is easy and is absolutely no secret: work very hard and hunt extremely smart. Bowhunting for mature bucks anywhere is difficult, but if you hunt in areas with extreme hunting pressure, like most of us do, the amount of work needed to enjoy regular success is much different than the work necessary in lightly hunted areas. A few late-summer scouting trips to hang a few stands is just not enough, and this is your first mistake. Hunting for mature pressured bucks is a passion that takes a great deal of time and hard work, twelve months a year. For us, hunting never really ends. It is a cycle that reaches its high point in the early spring and its climax in the fall, and then starts all over again.

We have designed this book to provide a clear path through every month of the year. The first part follows a month-by-month format that allows you to pinpoint the best time for each step in the chronological process. Starting after the last season ends, it begins with the month of January and works through the following season. We explain how we go about hunting pressured whitetails, relating each step as clearly and concisely as possible and illustrating how critical the right timing is to regular success. Each chapter is designed to stand alone, so there is some overlap in information when important aspects of hunting span more than one time frame. The second part of the book covers some special situations you might encounter that may be critical to your hunting success. The book ends with a discussion of perhaps the most important aspect of success: the bowhunter’s attitude.

Join us as we take you through our hunting year. Our hunting system has taken us decades to develop and is based on long years of trial and error. We hope that our experience and insight help you along the long, bumpy road to becoming a better, more successful hunter.


INTRODUCTION

UNDER PRESSURE

Hunting pressure is one of the most important aspects influencing bowhunting success and failure. Deer react severely to heavy pressure, which is natural for them, considering that they are a prey species. Heavy pressure also means more deer killed, particularly more bucks, leaving fewer of them to live to maturity. It logically follows that areas with extremely heavy hunting pressure produce far fewer mature bucks than areas with light hunting pressure, and that it is far more difficult to kill mature bucks in these hard-hunted areas on a regular basis than in areas with little pressure. In some heavily hunted areas, up to 90 percent of the bucks are killed as yearlings. This means that two-and-a-half-year-olds are already few and far between, and some estimates place the survival rate of bucks to real maturity, three and a half years old and above, at less than 1 percent.

Not only is it statistically less probable that a hunter will kill a mature buck in pressured areas, but pressured bucks act differently than their brethren in lightly hunted areas. They have to, or they would not live to maturity. Nearly every mature buck living in a pressured area is severely nocturnal, even during the rut phases. And with fewer mature bucks in a local deer population, there is less rutting competition, creating a rut situation very much different from that in a herd with a more balanced sex ratio. These differences, among others, are a big deal and require special hunting tactics. A serious bowhunter simply cannot afford to ignore the effects of hunting pressure.

But the fact that hunting pressure is absolutely critical to bowhunting success on mature bucks in most areas has been largely ignored by the well-known whitetail “experts.” The reason for this is simple: Recognition as a whitetail expert in the hunting community usually depends on the number of large bucks a hunter has killed or a career as a wildlife biologist. Killing the number and quality of bucks required to be considered an expert is easiest in areas with light hunting pressure, and the vast majority of well-known whitetail hunters hunt in those areas. They do not have to deal with hunting pressure and therefore have no idea how to hunt in such circumstances. Their advice is usually as follows: If you want to kill mature bucks, travel to the places where big bucks are easy to kill. This is realistic advice, but it is impossible to follow for most bowhunters. We are not in any way suggesting that the experts lack the desire and dedication to take big bucks in the areas they hunt; we are simply saying that those same practices will not produce big bucks with any regularity in pressured areas.

Whitetail biologists generally are experts in the behavior of deer held in captive environments. Their knowledge can be helpful, providing insight into biological processes, but there is a distinct difference between watching deer behind a high fence or in a severely controlled environment and actually hunting deer that are in an unbalanced herd and live in areas with tremendous hunting pressure. Most deer biologists who hunt do so in areas with little or no hunting pressure, in which deer react similarly to the deer they study in enclosures. Hunting nonpressured areas then lends credibility to their studies in enclosures. Although those studies are beneficial for the small percentage of hunters who hunt in similar circumstances, they are often of little use to those who hunt pressured deer. One recent study examined bucks of different ages in a large enclosure to see how many does they bred with during a specific breeding season. The bucks were from one and a half to six and a half years old, with multiple bucks in each age bracket. The question is, how could a study such as this shed any light on breeding habits in a pressured area where most of these age brackets do not exist?

We often encounter bowhunters from heavily hunted areas, with perhaps one or two 100-inch bucks to their credit, who have a skill level far above that of many of these whitetail experts but will never kill the huge bucks so prevalent in the hunting literature and videos. They are simply in the wrong location to do so. This location problem is the reason why so few well-known whitetail hunters hunt in the really pressured states, such as Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Michigan, and New York, even though some of them hail from these areas. And it is the same reason that an abundance of big-name hunters are from Minnesota, Iowa, Illinois, and Kansas. The playing field is simply not level. Having hunted in both types of areas, we are speaking from direct experience. A hunter of average ability in pressured areas will more than likely be able to kill mature bucks regularly in some lightly hunted areas. That same hunter will have severe difficulty killing any two-and-a-half-year-old in other areas with more pressure. Many of the techniques presented in most modern hunting videos would be unthinkable in a pressured area.

A hunter’s expectations are tightly bound to the region in which he hunts. In some areas, bucks that score 100 inches are far more rare than 160-class bucks in other areas. Heavy hunting pressure is a major reason for this discrepancy, though habitat has huge implications as well. In some of the big-woods areas we hunt in northern Michigan, it usually takes a buck three and a half years to grow antlers that measure just over 100 inches. The slow growth rate coupled with heavy hunting pressure makes larger antlered bucks absolute rarities. Considering that 80 to 90 percent of the bucks are killed as yearlings, you can imagine how few make it to three and a half. A quick look at the Commemorative Bucks of Michigan records for Clare County will prove our point (see the table below, printed with permission from CBM). That county always has had, and still has, as much hunting pressure as any other county in the state. Here, bucks that score in the 120s make the top-ten list of all time, and not a single buck has measured more than 151. On the other hand, we have hunted agricultural areas in less pressured states where the average two-and-a-half-year-old buck has antlers that approach, or even exceed, the Pope and Young minimum, and most three-and-a-half-year-olds measure around 140 or higher.
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John’s son Jon took this two-and-a-half-year-old eight-point on state land while it was feeding on acorns.

It is obvious that hunter expectations will differ from area to area, and the antlers on the head of equally mature bucks can vary widely. A buck with a rack that a hunter from a big-buck state might nail onto his barn, or not even shoot at in the first place, may be taxidermist material in pressured areas. In relatively poor habitat, we have taken mature bucks of four and a half to five and a half years that gross scored only in the mid-120s, and when we hunt these areas, we target any buck with a rack in excess of 100 inches. Despite their smaller size, these bucks are the ones we are the most proud of. It follows that the number of big racks a hunter has is not always an indication of his or her skill level.
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Chris took this buck in northern Michigan. Two and a half years old, it scored less than 100 inches, proof positive of the differences in antler growth from area to area. Chris has taken two bucks the same age in other states that have scored over 120 inches.

To reinforce our claims, we have done some research and come up with some interesting statistics. Like all statistics, they should be taken with a grain of salt, and there are always some exceptions. We calculated bowhunter density per square mile in most of the whitetail states. Our results, shown in the table and map on the following pages, reveal an interesting pattern of hunter density. Whereas a bowhunter in Pennsylvania has to share each square mile with at least three others, a bowhunter in Kansas has about eight square miles to himself. Hunter density, though, is not so interesting until it is coupled with the number of mature bucks entered in the record books. To complement hunter density, we calculated the absolute number of bucks entered in the 2000 Pope and Young record book from a few representative states at both ends of the pressure spectrum, and then took an average score of the bucks entered. There is an almost direct inverse relationship between hunter density and the number of record-class bucks produced: the more hunters, the lower the chances that a hunter will take a mature buck. Not only are more bucks entered from the states with light hunting pressure, but also the average score of those bucks is much higher than in states with high hunter density (see the table on page xx). This leaves us with the suspicion that the rates of buck entry in the record books are lower in states with light hunting pressure than in those with heavy hunting pressure. It simply takes a bigger buck to attract attention in states where mature bucks are almost commonplace, whereas a 125-inch buck in a heavy hunted state is often considered the buck of a lifetime.
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We are aware of the limitations of these statistics. We are not able to account for many variables, such as developed land, human population density, varying habitat quality, areas devoid of whitetails, exclusive hunting areas in generally pressured states, or fluctuations in hunter density within states. Michigan provides good examples of all of these. Hunter density, like general human population density, is far lower in the Upper Peninsula than in the Lower Peninsula. This fact distorts the hunter density average for the entire state. The Lower Peninsula is hunted very heavily, particularly the northern end, which has an abundance of public land and is within an hour’s drive of some big cities. With a human population of about 10 million and the cities themselves taking up large amounts of space, hunter density is increased on the remaining land. States with fewer large cities and people have more space for hunters to spread out.

Habitat quality also varies dramatically in Michigan. The southern half of the Lower Peninsula is rich agricultural country. This area supports relatively high deer densities and produces more quality bucks than other areas of the state, despite heavy hunting pressure. The northern half of the Lower Peninsula is a mixture of sandy woodland and swamp, with far less agriculture. The habitat is just not as productive as in the southern half for large deer. The Upper Peninsula, particularly along Lake Superior, has low deer densities and somewhat regular deer die-offs due to severe winters. After these die-offs, some areas are almost devoid of deer for several years. Deer densities vary considerably in the Upper Peninsula, from high deer densities in the southwest to very low deer densities in the north. Though big mature bucks are always taken in the Upper Peninsula, few are found in the big swamps that dominate that part of the state. There are also exclusive areas in Michigan, mostly private hunt clubs, where big mature bucks are commonplace, just as there are heavily hunted zones even in the most lightly hunted states.
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Interesting, too, are the exceptions, particularly Wisconsin and Ohio. Both of these states produce high numbers of big, mature bucks despite relatively high hunter densities. We suspect that this is due to a combination of terrain features, state and private deer management practices, and regulations. Wisconsin and Ohio both have excellent deer habitat throughout their entirety, a situation that seldom occurs. In most states, habitat quality varies dramatically from areas with deer overpopulation to areas devoid of deer. Ohio, with its single-buck rule, allows more bucks to live to maturity than otherwise. Michigan, on the other hand, with its multiple-buck rule and lack of a checking system, has more bucks killed and less departmental control over herd composition. It is common for hunters to shoot the first buck they see, and then wait for a larger one. Or conversely, a hunter may shoot a mature buck, and then shoot a smaller buck later. States with mandatory deer checks also tend to produce more mature bucks than states with no such system. Wisconsin and Ohio both have mandatory check systems for all deer killed. Perhaps these systems keep some hunters from cheating.

Now that we have established the relationship between hunting pressure and number of mature bucks, it is clear that if you happen to live and hunt in a pressured area, you should be severely depressed. Just kidding! There is still hope. It is possible to kill mature bucks on a fairly regular basis, without having to move to Kansas, even in pressured areas. This endeavor, however, takes a lot of hard work, dedication, patience, sacrifice, and a passion to hunt. If any of these elements are missing, you might be better off redefining your hunting goals and simply enjoy recreational hunting, rather than seriously pursuing mature pressured bucks. False expectations can be detrimental to simply enjoying the hunting experience.

The real “secret” to hunting mature bucks in a pressured environment consists of hard work and paying very close attention to your surroundings throughout the entire year. There are no shortcuts, and we are not talking about hard work implementing a Quality Deer Management (QDM) program or working extra hard at your job to be able to pay for a guided hunt on managed property, though guides definitely have their place in hunting, and QDM, like any other habitat improvement, can be commendable in some situations. Unfortunately, QDM and some other recent trends tend to mutate into shortcuts for hunters who are not prepared to do the work necessary to succeed in real hunting conditions. These trends take the form of trophy buck management, extremely limited access, astronomical leasing rates, and high fences, all of which can represent, in varying degrees, the ugly side of hunting. Then there’s the recent emphasis on “upper end” deer management in books and videos these days, which seems to approach the gray zone between deer hunting and deer farming. Exactly how wild is a free-ranging buck that has been named, whose sheds have been collected by the deer manager since its first set, and that has been allowed to reach full maturity before being “harvested”? This is a question you have to answer for yourself. Ethics is always a gray zone.

Don’t misunderstand what we are attempting to say. There is absolutely nothing wrong with spending time and money doing what you love. We spend probably far more money on hunting than we should, or than is healthy for our budgets. Everything costs money, including bowhunting. If you have the money and desire to hunt exclusive areas, set up extensive management, and hire guides, by all means do so. The best thing about hunting, though, is that it could possibly be considered the last best deal and one of the last bastions of equality remaining. Hunters come from all social and economic classes. In most states, a resident hunting license costs less than dinner and a movie. Nonresident licenses are available in numerous states for less than it costs for a round of golf on a decent course. This is a pretty good deal, considering that most hunting seasons last for at least three months, and you get to keep the meat! There are equipment and travel costs involved in hunting as well. Such costs are part of any outdoor endeavor, from jogging to scuba diving. The low price tag of hunting is a golden opportunity for bowhunters. It is still possible to be an excellent bowhunter and take mature bucks without paying outrageous sums to do so. Bowhunting also allows you to take part in the natural environment, which is valuable in itself.
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In 2000, John took this five-and-a-half-year-old eight-point in a section that has well over forty bowhunters hunting in it.

We prefer to bowhunt where we are able to take all the steps involved without any shortcuts. Perhaps we are old-fashioned, but to us, hunting is more than just showing up and shooting. It’s a way of life that goes beyond spending a few days in the woods each fall. It means constant effort and lots of time logged outdoors, all year long. We cherish the challenge that mature pressured bucks provide and the opportunity to spend as much time in the woods as possible. Guides, large expensive leases, and private QDM efforts are as out of reach for us as they are for most hunters. Like most other hunters, we have neither the money, property, or desire for that kind of luxury. We are left to make the best of the ever-diminishing hunting opportunities that are close at hand and affordable, which involves gaining permission on private land, hunting on state land, and dealing with hordes of other hunters, not to mention nonhunters and antihunters. This situation has forced us to refine our hunting practices to reach even a moderate level of success. With fewer and warier mature bucks around, in order to be successful, you have to work harder and more precisely, and depart from the ways of average bowhunters. With the right attitude, though, success is within grasp. In this book, we share with you our hunting technique, step by step, which has proven itself successful on truly pressured whitetail bucks. And for those of you fortunate enough to live and hunt in one of the lightly hunted big-buck areas, any technique that works well in pressured areas will work even better in less pressured areas.


PART I

A BOWHUNTER’S YEAR


CHAPTER 1

January and February

Depending on where you live and hunt, January and February can be two of the most important months of the year, as far as scouting and preparation are concerned. In most states, the hunting season has just ended. After three to four months of hunting, you’re probably worn out, and the last thing you want to think about is scouting. This is a common way to feel, but in order to take full advantage of last fall’s sign, while it is still visible, it is an excellent idea to spend some time scouting in January and February. You are not the only one who does not want to get up and move in the cold winter months. In northern states, winter can also bring hardship for deer. Short days, cold temperatures, and snow cause the deer to enter a sort of walking hibernation. The deer conserve as much energy as they can by moving as little as possible, just to stay alive. In the North, deer die-offs during winters with heavy snow are not uncommon. With the deer in mind, get your winter scouting done as expediently as possible, and then leave them alone. Their toughest month of the year is February. For the late fawns and mature bucks, which have been known to lose up to 25 percent of their body weight during the rut, this is a critical time. In severe conditions, the less they are disturbed, the better they will come through the winter.

January is also the time to begin anew your fitness routine that you discontinued just prior to hunting season. We all know how easy it is to gain weight during the winter, so don’t put your fitness program off until spring. Being fit not only makes hunting easier, but also increases your chances at tagging a good buck. The mental toughness it takes to hunt on long, cold, uncomfortable days is directly related to physical fitness. As in any sport, the better tuned your body is, the better you will be able to react to stress situations and the more successful you will be. An automobile analogy makes this clear. Let’s say you were about to drive across country. Would you rather drive a car that is in good running shape or a beat-up old clunker? The old clunker might make the trip but will cost you a great deal of anxiety and will clearly be less efficient, all in all reducing the quality of the experience. The hunting experience is similar. Even the most unfit person can hunt and may experience some success. A hunter who is fit, though, will simply be better able to withstand the stresses of the season and recover more quickly, thus increasing the overall quality of the experience and the chances for success.

EARLY SCOUTING FOR THE LATE SEASON

If you are serious about hunting white-tailed deer, particularly in areas with heavy hunting pressure, you have to start your postseason preparation as soon as possible after the just completed season. This usually means January in most areas. You can begin even earlier if you have tagged out for the year. In areas that receive snow, the earliest scouting in the calendar year is primarily for the latest hunting period the following fall and winter.

Weather conditions can vary dramatically in the winter, and depending on the situation, there are different factors to be aware of. The first and most obvious thing to look for is winter deer activity, particularly if there is snow or extremely cold temperatures. Try to find areas of intense activity. Food is the major factor in winter scouting: Find the main food source and you will find the deer. Other than a few southern states that have their main rut in mid to late December, deer in the rest of the country will be heavily feeding by this time, with the food sources becoming less prevalent and nutritious than during the rest of the year. The deer must feed more before their metabolism slows for the late-winter months. This should clue you in to where to attempt to pinpoint stand locations for December hunting next season. Travel routes between protected bedding areas—those that are mainly protected from the wind—are the best locations to ambush a postrut buck.

A protected bedding area might be found on a south slope that is more exposed to the sun or in thick cedars or conifers that provide thermal cover. If you are in the North, finding a deeryard can be the key to late-season success in following years. In future seasons, if the mercury takes a drastic fall or a heavy snow comes early, you will know where the deer are headed and will be able to adjust your hunting accordingly. Mentally note all the winter deer holding locations for future reference and add them to your hunting notebook. You might even clear out a tree or two. Generally, the weather conditions necessary for hunting such locations only come about every few years. If, during the late bow season, the proper weather conditions arise for hunting such a location, setting up a tree at that time, after gun season, would be very detrimental to success in that spot. Cutting lanes, trimming trees, making noise, leaving scent, and spending time in one location will all cause heavily pressured deer to alter their routine immediately.

Here’s an example of the importance of scouting for this kind of deer movement. An area that we hunted for several years had deer in abundance. As soon as the mercury dropped below freezing for a few days and snow hit the ground, the deer simply vanished, despite some good bedding areas and leftover crops. It took us a while, but eventually we figured out where all the deer had gone. About two miles from the area we hunted was a fair-size, extremely thick cedar swamp. As soon as the weather turned frigid, nearly all of the deer from the surrounding sections made a migration to that swamp, some moving more than five miles. Considering the area, mainly farmland with interspersed woods and some decent bedding areas, a deer migration was unusual. In most of the surrounding country, deer yarding and migration very seldom took place, usually only in cases of very severe winters. The local deer, though, moved every year, even during light winters.

What did this minimigration mean to our hunting? It meant that we had to refine our hunting plan in our initial area. We concentrated our hunting during the early season and rut, and as soon as the snow and cold arrived, because we did not have permission to hunt the swamp, we hunted other areas with deer activity. This adjustment may seem obvious, but we regularly encounter hunters who continue to pound areas, even after the deer have departed as a result of a change in the weather. Being able to react and, better yet, predict deer movement is very important to successful whitetail hunting. Scouting in January and February can provide you with the insight necessary to react when the weather turns cold in the coming seasons.

The second element of this winter scouting is to learn how the deer react to hunting pressure, particularly gun-hunting pressure. After the onslaught of gun season, deer behavior changes. Deer automatically alter their movement patterns in various ways. Their initial reaction to sudden intense pressure is to find secure zones within the pressured areas and seek refuge there. These can be small areas of tight cover that most hunters overlook or areas that are difficult for hunters to access. The deer will reside there until long after the pressure subsides. Along with this initial reaction of refuge seeking, the deer, particularly the mature bucks, immediately become extremely nocturnal, even though the rut may still be in full swing.

Knowing how the deer react to extreme pressure in your hunting spots is a big step toward future success. Your window of opportunity to find these safety zones is quite short. During the gun season and for a few short weeks thereafter, the deer will continue to use these spots. Afterward, the deer will resume their activity with more normal early-winter patterns. Therefore, if you want to be able to take advantage of this situation in future seasons, you have to be in the woods while the deer are still in a disturbed state. As soon as you are sure the hunting is completed in an area, get out in the woods and note any concentrations in deer activity. If you find good deer activity, you can be sure that the deer are there because they feel safe. Clear out a tree or two for the next late season.

Take note of any deer you spook at this time of year. Carefully observe the escape routes these deer use and inspect them thoroughly. Return after the snow is gone to see if the deer were using the same escape routes earlier in the season. Escape routes are good places to hunt when the pressure is on, as long as they offer good cover. A tree along an escape route can be an excellent spot at certain times, such as the opening days of bow season, or pheasant season in agricultural areas. Spooking deer during the postseason will not affect next fall’s deer movement whatsoever, so do not be shy about acquiring in-depth, detailed knowledge of your hunting property.

The third, and by far most important, element of winter scouting is pinpointing last fall’s rut activity. To be able to do this, however, the ground must be free of snow. Because Michigan almost always has snow during January and February, we discuss this type of scouting for March and April. If, however, you hunt in an area where snow is seldom or are experiencing a mild winter without snow, do the majority of your scouting the first two months of the year.

Under normal winter conditions, you are scouting for a few weeks in the late season for future years. Each part of the hunting season has to be hunted differently and with a plan. Your scouting is the basis for this plan, and every spot has to be incorporated into this plan for a short time frame during the season. Your scouting at this time has to be precise for hunting the few short weeks after gun season.

FITNESS

If you’ve hunted hard, your body is worn out by January, so it is important to give yourself a couple weeks to recuperate from the stresses of a long, hard season. Other than scouting, take a couple weeks and relax. By about mid-January, you should resume your fitness routine.

It is true that sitting in a tree stand for a few hours does not require much fitness. Viewed individually, the steps required to be a successful bowhunter do not require a great deal of fitness; viewed as a whole, however, hunting can be grueling. Scouting is a never-ending process, in which you easily can walk up to five miles in an outing, and involves clearing out trees, which requires both upper-body strength and balance. Actual hunting can last up to four months, during which you are constantly on the go, outside in the elements, and often get too little sleep. It is easy to see that keeping fit can make hunting easier and more enjoyable.
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Staying in good physical condition will enable you to endure a long season of hard work.

Although you do not have to be a marathon runner to bowhunt, endurance is the most important aspect of a bowhunting training regimen. We accomplish this with regular cardiovascular workouts three or four times a week. Your workout does not have to be anything fancy, just something that raises your pulse rate for at least twenty minutes. This can be done by jogging, biking, using a treadmill, or walking vigorously. The important thing is that you do it and get in shape. The second aspect of your fitness program should be upper-body strength training. We like to do light weight training combined with stomach exercises, but this can also be accomplished without any equipment. A program of sit-ups and push-ups can be sufficient. The third part of your training program should consist of light stretching. Flexibility is important for climbing trees and moving smoothly. It is also the first thing that is lost with age. The important thing is to find a level of fitness where you are comfortable and in decent shape. Again, it is not as important how you train as that you do train.

Yet another element of hunting fitness that is often neglected at this time of year is regular practice with your bow. It is very important to keep your shooting muscles in shape the entire year. There are several items on the market that replicate the drawing of a bow to keep these muscles strong. This not only will help your shooting consistency, but also will help your confidence at the moment of truth. And on top of that, with regular practice throughout the entire year, you can be certain that you will be able to draw your bow on those cold November and December mornings.


CHAPTER 2

March, April, and May

Although deer behavior in the spring is of little importance to your fall hunting, paying attention to what is happening in the deer woods should always interest hunters. Too many hunters act as if deer exist only in the fall. As the days lengthen, the deer’s metabolism begins to increase, meaning that the deer need more food. This increase in food consumption coincides with the spring greenup. Last year’s fawns experience a growth spurt at this time. The mature does have to feed heavily to nourish the fawns they will bear in June, and the bucks begin growing their new antlers. Getting enough food to match growth demands is what spring is all about to deer.

Other than actual hunting, the majority of work required during the entire hunting year in pressured areas should be completed between March and May. While hunting pressured areas, you cannot just walk into the woods in the fall and expect to arrow a mature buck. Though this sometimes happens, it is an exception. Consistent success requires consistent hard work, particularly in the spring. A good bowhunting year begins with spring scouting and tree preparation. In heavily hunted locales, the majority of your scouting involves finding adequate property to hunt, which should be one of your principal tasks during the spring. Most actual in-the-woods scouting should take place between snowmelt and the growth of new foliage; in northern areas, this is between March and May.

The first line of business in the spring is finding places to hunt. If you already have ample property to hunt, you are lucky. For most hunters in heavily hunted areas, this is one of the biggest barriers to consistently arrowing mature bucks. The simple reality is that there is more competition for diminishing hunting land than there was ten, or even five, years ago. In heavily hunted areas, many hunters spend the entire season hunting a single small parcel of land less than forty acres in size, sometimes as small as ten acres. The problem that arises from this circumstance is that hunters usually overhunt their properties. With so little property to hunt on, this is an almost unavoidable situation. Excessive hunting pressure is extremely detrimental in the pursuit of mature bucks.

There are two ways to counter this problem: either wait until the hunting situation is perfect to hunt your property or find more places to hunt. The second option is the one we recommend. You can never have enough property to hunt when seriously pursuing mature bucks in pressured areas. Between the two of us, we usually start the season each year with about ten properties to hunt, on which we prepare or retrim up to eighty trees, most of which will not get hunted. Ten properties may sound like a lot, but mere numbers do not always reveal the truth of the situation. Here in Michigan, hunting pressure is intense, mature bucks are somewhat uncommon, and most property parcels are small. Of the ten or so properties, we will have a decent chance at a mature buck on only a couple. Because of the lack of mature bucks in some of the areas we hunt, several of the properties may be home to such a buck only every few years. We try to retain permission on all of these properties so that when a mature buck shows up, we can attempt to capitalize on the situation. The quality varies considerably on these properties, which consist of both private and a great deal of public land. Some are excellent, others are good, still others offer only an outside chance at a mature buck, and some are doe-hunting spots with virtually no chance at a good buck. The point is to try to have as much land to hunt as possible, to open up as many hunting options as possible.

OBTAINING PERMISSION FOR NEW HUNTING PROPERTIES

Gaining permission for a new hunting property can be very difficult and time-consuming. This is particularly true if you cannot afford a large lease. The best time to ask for permission to hunt is during late winter and spring. Timing is important. In the spring, the previous hunting season is already a few months behind us, and the coming season is still quite a ways in the future. Most people, landowners included, are not thinking much about hunting. This means that a request to hunt a property will probably be unexpected, increasing the likelihood of receiving a positive response.

There are numerous ways to go about getting hunting permission. The easiest and best way is by networking. Most of the permission we have was acquired through networking. The concept is simple: Let friends, relatives, and acquaintances know that you are a bowhunter and are looking for a place to hunt. You never know where hunting permission will come from. Some of the best property that Chris has to hunt came through friends he met while in college. People you know are far more likely to grant permission than total strangers. This is a simple fact. Get the word out and you might be surprised at the new hunting properties you have this fall.

[image: img]

John asking for permission to hunt a property. If you don’t ask, you won’t get it.

The more difficult option to finding new land to hunt is simply asking landowners in places you would like to hunt. In areas with numerous hunters, this can be challenging and full of disappointment. Overwhelmingly, your request for hunting permission will be turned down. Probably the worst way to attempt to gain permission is by a mere phone call. People have grown wary of telephone calls from unknown people and are accustomed to saying no over the telephone. The problem is similar with simply knocking on doors. Landowners are approached regularly door to door by salesmen and others for various reasons and are usually quite suspect of such activity. With a good plan, however, you can dramatically increase your chances for success. It is a good idea to know the names of the people you will be asking for permission. The best tool for this is a plat book, in which you can find the names of the owners of properties you’re interested in hunting. Plat books can usually be purchased for a nominal fee (between $12 and $20) from the county seat. We simply call and have the books mailed to us. You can also find this information on county property appraisers’ websites on the Internet. Once you have a name, you can use a telephone book to find the person’s address and telephone number. In some states, the plat book gives this information.

Sit down and write a letter to the landowner. The letter should contain some basic personal information and a request for a short visit. The letter could be constructed similarly to the following example:

Dear Mr. Landowner,

My name is Joe Bowhunter, and I work at Johnson’s excavating in Lapeer. My family and I have lived in the area for ten years. I am an avid ethical bowhunter seeking permission (for me only) to bowhunt on your property this year. As a member of the local chapter of Whitetails Unlimited, a nonprofit organization, I am committed to conservation, fair-chase hunting, and landowner rights. I, of course, would respect any wishes that you might have regarding where you prefer me to hunt and during which times. It would also be my pleasure, if successful, to share a portion of my good fortune with you and your family as a way of saying thank you.

I will stop by on Tuesday, March 25, around 7 P.M. to discuss my request and any issues that you may have concerns about. If that is not convenient, or you do not wish to grant me permission, please feel free to contact me at 555-5555. If I am not home, please leave a message. I look forward to speaking with you and hope to meet you in the near future.

Sincerely,
Joe Bowhunter

Make sure to include your telephone number and address, as well as a request to meet on a certain date and time. Such an approach conveys an air of seriousness and will separate you from the majority of hunters, who do not ask for permission until a few weeks before the season. It also gives landowners forewarning of your intentions and an easy out.

Also be sure to visit at the time you promised. Being punctual shows that you are serious and responsible. Dress casually but nicely. Your appearance has an immediate impact on your chances. Look at this appointment as if it were a job interview. The only reason you are there is because your chances of getting permission are decent.

Introduce yourself, and ask the landowner if he received your letter. If he says he did not receive your letter, briefly explain what it said and your intent to ask for hunting permission. If the landowner says he has received your letter but immediately refuses permission, thank him politely for his time and ask why he denied your request. Often the answer will be that he and his family hunt the property. Sometimes the landowner will have had a bad experience with allowing people to hunt his land. Others are simply antihunting. That quick question will perhaps lead to a pleasant conversation, which in turn could open doors. A follow-up question might be whether the landowner knows anyone else who might grant permission. This could lead to inside information on new hunting property.

At every turn, be very respectful, even if the outcome is negative. Remember that you are representing all hunters, and hunting in general. Your actions can have repercussions on the future of hunting. If you are granted permission, establish in detail where, when, and how you may hunt. Whether your request is granted or denied, thank the landowner for his time and be as polite as possible. Never try to hard sell a landowner into giving you permission. This is both impolite and inappropriate. Take a negative response as part of the game and move on.

Although knocking on doors is not as good a method for obtaining permission, we use it for random situations where networking or letter writing is not possible or for spur-of-the-moment attempts. While working, we travel quite a lot and spend a great deal of time in certain areas away from home. In such situations, you may want to hunt in the general area where you work. The problem is that time is short for both seeking permission and hunting. When we see an area that looks promising along our route, we stop and ask for permission to hunt. Expressly for this purpose, we carry several copies of a letter similar to the one above, accompanied by a short general résumé that states, among other things, our jobs, family status, and other hobbies. We give these directly to the landowner at the time of request. These requests are tough, because you never know what you might encounter. Sometimes you are met with a resounding no in the first few seconds. Other times the landowner will hear you out. And sometimes you will be granted permission. Thirty years ago, this method worked like a charm, particularly for permission to bowhunt, which was relatively uncommon in those days. Times have changed, and these days we receive permission only sporadically and usually after many requests. Again, it is imperative to remain polite and respectful, no matter what kind of response you receive.

Yet another possibility is attempting to gain permission through the backdoor. With landowners whom we know are wary of allowing hunting permission, we attempt to gain permission to do something else. One possibility is predator hunting. Farmers are generally not all that fond of coyotes, for example, and will often allow hunting for them, although they would deny deer-hunting permission. A farmer might even think you are doing him a favor by going after predators that frequently kill young livestock and poultry. This opens up the possibility of establishing a trusting relationship with a wary landowner, or at least proving that you are considerate and responsible. Predator hunting is primarily practiced in the dead of winter, and this may cause the landowner to respect your dedication. After you have opened up a dialogue with a landowner, your chances of getting permission to hunt deer in the future increase dramatically.

Predator hunting is only one of almost endless possibilities. Some others that we have used are turkey hunting, wildlife photography, or looking for mushrooms. The nonhunting options are particularly attractive in semirural areas with a high percentage of nonhunting population. Some people who would be appalled at a cold request for hunting permission will think that photography is great, shows a real interest in nature, and, contrary to the negative stereotype of most hunters, that you are out for far more than just killing. After you prove to these people that you are truly interested in deer and nature, and have developed a courteous dialogue, they will be more likely to grant you hunting permission.

Gaining hunting permission for land that can potentially hold a mature buck is a huge part of the equation to killing mature bucks on a regular basis. Fortunately, this is still possible without having to pay to hunt. You must, however, be willing to get out there and find places to hunt. This is not easy, and as time goes on, it is going to become even more difficult. Always evaluate the situation and attempt to land permission the best way possible.

RECONFIRMING PERMISSION FOR PRESENT HUNTING PROPERTIES

This is also the time of year to reconfirm permission on properties you are presently hunting. Usually we pay landowners a short visit, with a small gift as a sign of our appreciation. The gift does not have to be extravagant. If we know they have small children or grandchildren, we usually bring something for them. If the landowners happen to enjoy venison, we will bring them a few steaks. Whatever the circumstance, we try to give something inexpensive that will be appreciated.

Owning property does not come cheaply, so it is always best to make it very clear that you are appreciative of the opportunity to hunt private property. Our main goal during our visit is to reconfirm, or solidify, our hunting permission for the coming hunting season. If you don’t remind a landowner that you are hunting, or if he has not seen you for a while, he may forget you are there or assume that you no longer hunt his land and grant someone else permission. It is tough to find hunting property in the first place, so it is really disappointing when hunting property slips away or you suddenly have to share. Our visit is a small reminder to the landowner that we are indeed continuing to hunt his land.

The meeting also provides the landowner an opportunity to discuss any concerns he may have and engage in friendly conversation. Perhaps the landowner found some trash on his land or a hole in a fence somewhere. This is your opportunity to clarify any problem that may have been attributed to you and could become the source of difficulties in the future. Take any concerns the landowner has very seriously. Most of the time, however, the conversation will be more focused on the deer you have seen or taken and more general matters. Through simple interest and conversation, we always try to establish a trusting relationship with landowners. This trusting relationship and general familiarity mean a lot as far as hunting permission is concerned. The better the landowner knows you and respects you, the more difficult it will be for him to deny you permission in the future. This kind of relationship takes time to establish and is based on following any wishes the landowner may have. This includes respecting the property, closing gates, picking up trash, offering to keep other unwanted hunters off the property, and perhaps lending a helping hand when the landowner needs something. An occasional short, friendly visit can ensure your hunting permission for many future seasons.

EXPLORATORY SCOUTING ON PUBLIC LAND

The search for new places to hunt is not limited to private property. Public land can provide excellent hunting, if you can find out-of-the-way or overlooked spots. In fact, some of John’s largest bucks were taken on public land, and his brother, David, has also taken several very big bucks from state land. Finding public land that holds mature bucks is even more challenging than gaining permission to hunt private property. In states with high hunter numbers, you can be sure that all the obvious state land areas will be hunted. The trick is to find state land that is overlooked or difficult to access.

There are two steps to the process. The first is to locate areas of public land. You can do this with a map and plat book. The plat book will give you an indication of the ownership of the surrounding properties. It may be possible to find a public parcel surrounded by large tracts of property where hunting is not allowed, or a landlocked piece of public land. One parcel of state land that we sometimes hunt is completely surrounded by patrolled private property and is accessible only by canoe. The landowners of the surrounding property even attempted to kick us off the state land, insisting that we were trespassing. After we produced a copy of the applicable plat book page and offered to call the conservation officer ourselves, the private property suddenly became public after all. The Internet is also a good source of information on public land. Numerous websites list all public land hunting opportunities in each state. A quick search on your computer can save you some time in the search for public land in your hunting area.

After you have found potential hunting properties, the next step is to get out in the woods and explore the new areas. This initial exploration is to check the property for hunting potential. Most of your exploratory scouting will be far less than spectacular. Usually you will discover that the area you had in mind is already hunted. But with persistence, you may find some overlooked or out-of-the-way hot spots that are worth the effort. Check particularly in places where access is limited, such as tracts reached only by boat or canoe or where motorized vehicles are not allowed.

Hunters, like the majority of people, tend to be lazy. Most hunters will not walk very far, with half a mile being the usual maximum—even less where there are no trails to walk on. If you can find a place back in the woods more than half a mile, the chances that such an area is being hunted diminish greatly. The extra walk can mean undisturbed animals.

For getting back into the woods, a mountain bike can be an excellent tool. In areas where there are trails and motorized vehicles are forbidden, a bike will get you away from the masses with relative ease and speed. The work necessary to get back in the woods could put you in a hunting area virtually untouched by other hunters, particularly during bow season.

Another way to open up new hunting areas is to carry a pair of waders. Simply crossing small rivers flowing through state property will usually mean less hunting pressure. Water is a large barrier to most bowhunters. We hunt a couple places where we cross small rivers with waders. The hunting pressure diminishes drastically on the other side of the water. We simply carry our waders on our backs until we arrive at our crossing point, and then pull them on. After crossing, we change back into our rubber boots and hide the waders. After we are done hunting, we return to our crossing point and hidden waders. This little trick can open up some good hunting.

Exploring state land must be completed in the early spring for the same reasons that your scouting in general must be done in the spring. You will be able to get a clear indication of what the fall deer activity is, and you will not disturb the area with your presence. Particularly important while scouting state land is to look for sign left by other hunters. This will often be quite obvious in the spring, and you will not be messing up someone else’s hunting, as you would by scouting in the fall. If you hunt in a state where baiting is legal, the sign left behind will be very obvious by the bare spots on the ground.

On heavily hunted state land, hunter movement has greater impact on deer activity than just about any other factor. Look for gaps in hunter activity. This might take the form of a large swamp, a spot so far back in the woods that no one has gone to the trouble to hunt there, or a strip of land close to a major road or highway. The converse of hunters not venturing too far back in the woods is hunters not hunting the first hundred yards of land next to a major road. This often overlooked area can be a big-buck hot spot. In 2001, John took a big buck within 100 yards of a major highway on state land.
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Listed here are the eleven all-time top bucks taken with archery equipment in Clare County,
Michigan. This list includes all the bucks that make the Pope & Young minimum score.
Clare County s year for year one of the heaviest hunted counties in Michigan. (Scores
taken from the Commemiorative Bucks of Michigan record book 2001 edition.)
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