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    Introduction

    Anthropologists tell us that primitive man evolved in part because of his abilities to still-hunt big game animals. I don’t doubt that for a minute. Hunger is a great motivator! Today, however, still-hunting is the most difficult and least understood method of tagging any animal—especially a whitetail buck. Why? Put simply, we appear to have lost our natural ability to sneak about the forest undetected.

    For many outdoorsmen, the term still-hunting seems to be a contradiction in terms, but whoever coined the term knew exactly what he was talking about. Still-hunting is not “standing still” in a tree stand, “sitting still” in a ground blind, or “posting” for unseen drivers. No, a true still-hunter does not wait in ambush for a shot but rather actively pursues his quarry on foot. Alone, he challenges the buck’s eyes, ears, and nose by sharing the same terrain, ground cover, and wind currents as his adversary.

    To get close enough to a buck for a shot, a still-hunter must learn to move with the rhythms of nature, much like ancient man. Once mesmerized by this rhythm, a still-hunter is no longer a passive observer but rather an active participant in the scheme of things. He becomes what nature has always intended him to be—a true predator.


    WHY STILL-HUNT?

    The conversation around the campfire was innocent enough, until it centered on ambushing whitetails from a treestand. My friend chastised me for no longer hunting out of a portable platform, electing instead to sneak about Indian style for my venison. Why, he asked me rather impertinently, would anyone want to make the sport even more difficult than it already is by still-hunting? In fact, he added, why would anyone not want to take advantage of all the modern advancements in archery? This would, he argued, lower the number of misses, lower the number of poorly hit animals, and increase success rates—making treestand hunters better all-around deer hunters.

    “Hogwash,” I said to him, and in no uncertain terms, told him why. You erect a treestand high into a copse of trees, I told him, or weave it into a tangle of branches, in an effort not to be seen. You will then trim away troublesome branches to make raising your rifle or coming to full draw easier, and will at times even add branches or bolts of camo cloth to your stand to further conceal your position. Your goal is to completely hide your human form from a buck’s prying eyes.
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    The author with a nice nine-point buck taken while still-hunting.

    Then you clean the tree of shards of bark and do whatever is necessary to stop the squeaks and groans that are inherently present in the tree-stand, including coating the chains with plastic and adding carpeting to the platform. Your goal is to completely eliminate all manmade sounds from a buck’s radar-like ears.

    Of course, I added, you position yourself high enough into the branches so that if the wind does change, an errant puff of human stench will pass harmlessly above a buck’s nose. Your goal is to completely eliminate human odor from the equation.

    What have you accomplished? You have not made yourself a better hunter or a better woodsman, I argued. In fact, you have done just the opposite. Instead of challenging a buck’s senses, you have worked at eliminating the very qualities that make him special. Indeed, you may as well put blinders on the buck’s eyes because it is unlikely he will ever see you hiding twenty or thirty feet above him. And while you are at it, you may as well stuff cotton in his ears and swab Vaseline in his nose because it also unlikely he will ever hear you or smell you, either. You may as well put a treestand up in a pasture and shoot a cow because you have reduced the finest game animal in North America to that of a common barnyard animal.

    And why on earth, I asked my friend, would a true hunter want that to happen?
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    Six Silent Steps

    Let’s get right down to brass tacks. Still-hunting whitetail deer is never easy. For starters, our primary senses are dull by comparison to a mature buck, and we spend precious little time in the outdoors honing them. Our eyes are glued to television sets, our ears to iPods and other music devices, and our noses—well, we spend a fortune each year disguising odors that offend our delicate nostrils. It is no wonder deer easily sidestep our approach; we are no longer wild creatures of the forest!

    As a society we are also consumed by the need to take shortcuts with up-to-date technology. Archery magazines are full of ads promising instant success in the deer woods with page after page of gimmicks and sure-fire doodads that guarantee us a clean shot at a trophy buck. Although a few of these advances, like GPS systems and deer calls, do allow us to spend more time in the deer woods and can actually enhance our hunting experience, most of these gadgets only serve to mask our inadequacies. Do we really need arrow shafts that talk to us when lost?
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    If you want to bow-bag a buck by still-hunting, then you need to get close—really close!

    So just how does a still-hunter put the sneak on a buck today? With luck some would say, but over the years I’ve tagged twenty-odd whitetails “sneaking and peeking” with archery tackle. All it takes is practice—and the determination to follow these six steps.


    1. HIDE IN PLAIN SIGHT

    The first step is complete camouflage. A whitetail has an incredible sense of vision that’s geared towards picking up motion. You wave a bare hand, for example, and a deer will spot it—even from a great distance. Thus, you need to camouflage not only your entire body, including any exposed skin, but all your equipment, too. You can’t be too careful in this regard. Wave a shiny bow about loaded with a full quiver of brightly fletched arrows, and a whitetail buck will certainly take notice!

    And speaking of quivers, leave the hip-style arrow quiver home. Try this exercise and you will see why. Have a buddy walk past your line of vision with a hip quiver attached to his belt, and you will readily see that with each step the fletching waves back and forth like a handful of brightly colored handkerchiefs.

    Of course, the quiver is not the only piece of equipment with which you need to be concerned. Too many of today’s bows are designed by Madison Avenue executives to catch your eye—bright and shiny sells! If need be, I spray-paint my bow with dull earth tones, paying close attention to any white lettering on the limbs and any shiny nuts, bolts, and washers. I shy away from jewelry, especially fancy belt buckles and gold necklaces, and elect to tuck my watch up under my sleeve. If you wear glasses, stay away from silver and gold frames and wear a pair made from dark plastic instead.
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    Pay attention to detail and try to camouflage yourself and your equipment thoroughly.

    I then smear washable camo cream war paint on my face, neck, ears, and eyelids before I step afield. A man’s bright face is a danger signal understood by nearly every mature whitetail, and one glimpse is all it takes to send an unseen buck hi-tailing over the nearest ridge. Unless you can only hunt an hour or so before work and need to keep your face clean to keep your job, stay away from head nets and facemasks as they tend to obscure your vision, muffle sounds, and deflect subtle changes in wind direction.

    Finally, don’t be afraid to mix and match different camouflage designs from various manufacturers. They sometimes break up the human figure far better than a single-design outfit. The rule of thumb here is to wear a cap and jacket that match what is growing above ground and pants that match what is laying on the ground. For example, a gray-based jacket and brown leaf-style pants are a dynamite combination for sneaking through the beech trees after leaf drop. Keep in mind that any homemade pattern that distorts a hunter’s outline out to 35 yards or so has a lot going for it, with large blotches of starkly contrasting colors more effective at hiding movements than pants and jackets with many threat-like squiggles.


    2. LEARN THE LAY OF THE LAND

    Your next step towards better still-hunting is learning your hunting territory like the back of your hand. Aerial surveys, typographical maps, and shoe leather will soon get you on intimate terms with your whitetail hotspot. Start out by following logging roads, power lines, and streambeds to get a general feel for the terrain. Then get off the beaten path.

    Carry your topographical maps with you and study them in the field. Locate and examine those features that appear to promote deer travel, such as natural bottlenecks, ridges, saddles, steep or gradual slopes, swamps, or large bodies of water. Look for tracks, deer runs, and buck rubs to verify your suspicions.

    It’s also important to locate natural food sources like abandoned apple orchards and grown-over clear-cuts in the big woods, and manmade food supplies like corn, wheat, and alfalfa in farm country. Check out these food sources during the early morning and late evening hours to learn the direction of prevailing winds and then walk the edges to discover preferred entrance and exit trails. Backtrack some of these trails to locate probable bedding areas.

    Notice the numerous ways whitetails take full advantage of typographical features, air currents, and available cover to travel undetected from bedding area to feeding area. This information will help you later on with scent control, and as the rut unfolds, it will often dictate your rate of speed and course of travel, too.
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    A topographical map is the Bible of the ardent still-hunter. But like the Good Book, it is of little value if you don’t take the time to read it.

    3. CONTROL YOUR SCENT

    Knowing the lay of the land and the whereabouts of bedding areas, travel corridors, and preferred food sources will help you deal more effectively with a whitetail’s incredible sense of smell. How? You will no longer be spreading your human scent to the four winds as you wander aimlessly about the woods in search of a hat-rack buck. Rather, you will be confidently pussyfooting downwind or crosswind of known concentrations of deer.

    Nonetheless, don’t expect a masking scent to cover any extended down-wind travel. I use real skunk juice to momentarily confuse a buck if the wind suddenly changes direction or if I find myself in the delightful predicament of being 20 yards and crosswind from a buck headed into the wind. I never depend on any masking scent to get me within bow range of any downwind whitetail, however.

    Human scent that is carried away with a breeze soon dissipates and is then no longer a threat. I’m more concerned with the scent I leave behind on the ground. It can linger long enough to spook a nice buck out of the area long after I’ve left the scene. Indeed, once a buck knows you are sneaking around his bailiwick, he will react by changing his travel routes, and he may alter his feeding and bedding schedules, too. He may even go nocturnal.

    I learned how quickly a dirty scent trail can spook a buck early in my bowhunting career when a 130-class buck about turned himself inside out after bumping into my entrance trail. He couldn’t wait to escape the stench and vamoosed into the nearest wood-lot, never to be seen again. Now I wear knee-high rubber boots religiously, often dousing them with fox or coyote urine for added protection.
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    Never depend on masking scents, urines, or chemical deodorizers to get you within bow range of any downwind whitetail.

    4. DETERMINE YOUR SPEED

    It is a well-known fact that a buck’s eyes are geared towards detecting movement, and any movement, no matter how slight, can send a smart buck hi-tailing it over the nearest ridge. Given this fact, at what speed should a still-hunter slip through the woods? Is a half-mile an hour too fast? How about 100 yards an hour? Is this still too fast? What about 10 yards in 10 minutes? Is it possible for a still-hunter to go too slow?

    Well, your chances of catching a buck flatfooted are really governed by more than speed. You see, there are times when a still-hunter should be traveling right along through the woods, even working up a sweat. There are other times, however, when a still-hunter should be grateful for the time he has and move no more than a foot or so a minute—with all his senses alert and wired tight for immediate action!

    How do you know when to speed up? How do you know when to drop it in low gear and just creep forward? Well, that depends on a number of factors. Let’s take a closer look at the more important ones.


    Sign Under Foot

    There is no use still-hunting along a creek bottom or along the edge of a field if there is no fresh deer sign nearby. In fact, nothing will ruin a future still-hunter faster than to spend the day crawling through the woods at a snail’s pace and not see a deer. You have got to still-hunt places deer habitually frequent if you expect to fill a tag.
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    If all you are seeing are flags, then you are probably still-hunting too fast for current conditions.

    Sometimes, however, still-hunters want to check out an abandoned orchard or a hardwood ridge above a clear-cut for deer and deer sign. Under these circumstances, there is no use scouting in slow motion, even if the season is open. I walk right along while looking for tracks, rubs, scrapes—and deer. If I come upon fresh sign, I will immediately slow down to first assess the situation and then to study the terrain for more evidence of deer.

    Time of Day

    Even if there is plenty of sign underfoot, that does not mean you should immediately begin slipping in and out of the shadows looking for deer. There may be a plethora of tracks and rubs along the edge of a cut cornfield, for example, but it would be folly for you to still-hunt here at high noon early in the season. The chances of you happening upon a buck then are nil. It would be just as foolish for you to skip past a known bedding area late in the evening. Going too fast then will surely lessen your chances of a sighting.

    One of the goals of a still-hunter is to be in the right place at the right time. This means studying deer sign, the lay of land, the wind, and a host of other factors before committing yourself to being at a specific locale at a certain time. You might, for instance, want to sneak through the brush adjacent to the cornfield at first light and then slip silently along the edge of the bedding area later in the day at dusk.


    Stage of the Rut

    Of course, if the rut is in full swing, sneaking along the edge of a feeding area known to be frequented by family groups of does and fawns might be a good tactic at any time of the day. Bucks are on the prowl now all day long in search of an estrous doe. And one of the places they keep coming back to is a choice feeding area preferred by does.

    Still-hunting slowly along the edge of a buck’s bedroom when he is more likely to be out chasing the girls is not likely to produce much action—unless, of course, the thicket you are cruising is also home to a herd of does and fawns!
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    One of the goals of a still-hunter is to be in the right place at the right time, and that means taking several factors into account before you step afield.

    Ground Conditions

    Nothing slows a still-hunter down faster than crunchy leaves or dry, brittle branches littering the forest floor. You have several options when ground conditions are not optimal.

    The first is to choose a different route. Maybe there is a cart road nearby or a fencerow that can offer you quiet passage. You can also wait until it rains or until the sun melts the morning frost, thus dampening the forest debris. Or you can abandon the area until ground conditions are more favorable. Indeed, the only time to still-hunt a particular route is when all the conditions are in your favor. Otherwise, you risk spooking the buck and making him more wary of your presence.

    Finally, you can take the debris-riddled route, but plan on only sneaking forward during prime time at 10 yards an hour. And you better make it good because you will probably only get away with it once.


    Wind

    Storm fronts are good days to be afield in part because the howling winds, rustling leaves, and swaying vegetation tend to mask your forward progress, which allows you to sneak around at a bit faster pace than you normally would. Indeed, you are less likely to be seen, heard, or scented during stormy weather.

    As you can see, there is no steadfast rule governing a still-hunter’s forward progress. At prime time in a prime location on a rainy, windy afternoon during the peak of the rut, I might still-hunt so slowly grass will seem to grow underfoot. But if this hotspot is on the far side of the hill, I might just jog through the hardwoods to get there!
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    Butane lighters, a feather attached to your bow, and a wet finger can all indicate wind direction. With practice, you can accurately detect subtle variations in direction or wind speed by simply paying attention to ground-hugging vegetation and the wind on exposed skin.

    5. CONTROL YOUR NOISE

    Bowhunters who traditionally hunt from elevated platforms often think it is folly to still-hunt for whitetails. They erroneously believe that for still-hunters to be successful, they must slip through dry leaves and crackling underbrush without ever making a sound. Nothing could be further from the truth. I’ve tagged several bucks while still-hunting in dry leaves, including a 140-class nine-pointer I caught one frosty morning working a scrape line.

    The next time you are in the deer woods, close your eyes and listen to the forest din. Feeding, playing, traveling, and spooked animals all make lots of noise. When I’m still-hunting, I prefer to imitate the muted footsteps of a feeding whitetail. Their tempo, rhythm, and speed suit me just fine. If I stumble or make any alarming sounds, I’ll blow a few short notes from my fawn call. Fawns are a noisy lot in the deer woods, and that bleat will often relax any nearby deer.

    Of course, unnatural sounds are to be avoided. A few seasons back I caught a mature eight-pointer flatfooted in a grown-over cut. I thought he was going to be an easy kill, and at 10 yards he should have been, but I failed to snap my nock onto the string with finesse. That buck heard the soft plastic slip over the string and vamoosed in a flash. I never did see him again.

    Brush slapping against your outer clothing can also send a buck into hiding. Get into the habit of wearing only wool or washed cotton, as both are quiet. When temperatures dip to the single digits, however, it’s tough to beat wool.

    Finally, your calf-high rubber boots should be equipped with Air Bob soles. They will help you maintain your balance over rough and uneven terrain, allowing you to “sneak and peek” with ease and quiet determination. As an added bonus, you’ll be surprised how warm your feet stay on an icy November morning.


    6. SEE HIM FIRST

    The cornerstone to tagging a buck is seeing him before he sees you, which is not always an easy task in the deep woods, swamps, and abandoned farmlands he calls home. And the practice is made more difficult by the manner in which we hunters usually walk—we like to constantly watch where our feet are going! The real trick to still-hunting is learning to move forward with your eyes glued to the cover ahead—not on the ground. Your eyes must be searching for a buck full time.

    In prime habitat, your forward progress should be undertaken in a slow and deliberate manner. Look down briefly to locate a safe, quiet passageway. Then, as you continue to scan for bucks, take one or two steps without looking down. You will suddenly discover a whole new vista to examine, so take your time using your binoculars to probe the shadows and edge habitat for unusual shapes and out-of-context colors. Only after you are sure there are no bucks in the area should you search about on the ground for deer sign.
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    To get the drop on a fat buck, learn to imitate the muted steps of a feeding whitetail.

    To do your searching, leave the minis home and elect to use a mid-sized quality pair of optics. Nikon, Burris, Leica, Swarovski, and Zeiss immediately come to mind. They are waterproof, soundproof, and easy on the eyes after a day afield.

    Once these still-hunting movements are mastered, your presence in the deer woods will no longer be recognized as that of an alien intruder—a series of steps equidistant in time and space and predictable in direction of travel—but rather as a natural member of the forest community. Primitive man did it and so did North America’s first natives. With practice, so can you!
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    Still-Hunting Myths

    The arrow struck with a resounding W-H-A-C-K, nearly knocking the eight-pointer off his feet. I waited a half-hour, or close to it, and took up the blood trail, finding the buck piled up about 100 yards distant. Still-hunting along a scrape line at first light certainly paid off for me that day.

    Later, back at camp, a friend helped me hang my buck in the shade. “Why on earth do you like still-hunting for whitetail deer so much?” he asked me as we hoisted the buck off the ground. “I can’t even walk to my treestand without spooking a deer. You’re either part Indian or just plain lucky!”

    Well, my grandmother’s grandmother was an Indian, but that’s not why I like to still-hunt, or why I rarely go a season anymore without filling a tag. Still-hunting is a demanding and frustrating hunting method, but it’s also the most rewarding.
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    Too many bowhunters have been brainwashed into thinking that still-hunting whitetails with archery tackle is a waste of time. What a shame! Nothing is more rewarding than taking a buck Indian-style!

    Why then don’t more bowhunters try still-hunting? Brainwashing! The old salts of the hunting fraternity tell us still-hunting deer with a bow and arrow is an impossible task, so we dumbly believe them. Well, here are the reasons they often give, and the real facts of the matter. Keep in mind that ancient man still-hunted for hundreds of thousands of years before the portable treestand was mass-marketed to the modern bowhunter.

    


    MYTH: You won’t see as many deer if you choose to still-hunt.

    FACT: The fact of the matter is you’ll see more!

    


    If you sit in a treestand or a ground blind along the periphery of a swamp, you may see one or two of the deer that are known to frequent the area. You are limited, of course, by the distance you can see from your stand. A still-hunter, on the other hand, will sneak along a quarter- or half-mile of that same swamp and possibly see as many as ten of the deer that use the edge as a travel route simply because he is covering more ground during prime time.

    It’s much like riding the back roads in July while looking for deer. If you just sit and glass one field, you might see a dozen whitetails emerge as dusk approaches. If you drive from field to field, however, you could see two or three dozen deer because you are checking out more territory during that same 90 minutes. Of course, you won’t get that kind of mileage still-hunting, but the principle is the same.
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    It is an indisputable fact: still-hunters see more deer than treestand hunters.

    A second reason still-hunters see more deer is they have a better idea where to look. Some of the parcels I have hunted over the years are a second home to me. Drop me off at midnight, and I’ll tell you exactly where I am without the aid of a map or a flashlight. Since still-hunters cover more ground on a regular basis, it is inevitable that they will better understand the nuances of deer travel in that region and thus know more good places to look for deer.
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    Still-hunters can react immediately to changes in the deer woods, whereas it might take a week for the treestand hunter to realize the deer are feeding elsewhere.

    This leads us to the third reason still-hunters see more deer: in-season scouting. Stand hunters routinely stay out of most of a buck’s bailiwick, electing to sneak in and out of their treestands with a minimum of disturbance. However, changes in food preferences, human pressure, and the rut can all have a deleterious effect on the best of treestand locations. In fact, it could take a stand hunter days or even a whole season to realize what changes have occurred and how to best react to them.

    But a still-hunter spends every day he hunts looking for deer and deer sign and can react immediately to any change in hunting conditions. He knows, for example, that last night’s windstorm may have knocked a thousand sweet acorns to the ground. He will forgo hunting the apple orchard for a few days to check it out. A still-hunter knows the farmer harvested his corn this morning, and the deer won’t be using the adjacent draw as a conduit any longer. He’ll be poking around the wooded hillside for the next few days instead. A still-hunter knows there is an illegal treestand 300 yards up the hill from yours, and this hunter has been intercepting “your” deer. A still-hunter will avoid the area. And a still-hunter knows there is a fresh scrape line on the far side of the swamp; a scrape line no one else knows about. He’ll be sneaking and peeking along that scrape line when the buck returns in the morning while the two treestand hunters battle it out on the near side.

    Finally, still-hunters see more deer than stand hunters because they are not as dependent on the weather, a steady wind, or the natural movements of deer for a sighting. If the weather turns sour and the deer hole up for a few days, a treestand hunter will be hard pressed to see a buck. But a still-hunter can hunt the lee side of hills or put the sneak on bedded deer during that same period of inclement weather and have plenty of action.
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    You don’t have to be deathly quiet to still-hunt successfully. It is the kind of noise you make that makes the difference.

    If the wind changes direction at prime time, a still-hunter simply rolls with the punches and changes course, too. But a stand hunter must abandon the site or risk being detected. Either way, the evening is probably lost for him.

    And finally, a still-hunter can slip through an orchard and catch a buck feeding at dusk while a treestand hunter sits helplessly in the wrong stand 100 yards distant waiting anxiously for that same buck to enter a nearby alfalfa lot during legal shooting hours.

    


    MYTH: To still-hunt successfully, you can’t make any noise.

    FACT: You can get away with making all kinds of noise, if you learn how. Rhythm and tempo are the keys.

    


    Have you ever sat in your treestand and wondered if the rustling you hear in the leaves behind you is a squirrel or a buck? It’s sometimes difficult to tell the difference, in part because there is no prolonged and predictable sequence to each series of footfalls.

    Next time you have the opportunity to watch a deer feed, make note of its footsteps. Unlike man, the cadence is not characterized by a purposeful gait. In other words, the steps are not equidistant and unidirectional in nature. The rhythm of a man walking and a deer feeding is as different as a waltz is to a foxtrot.

    When I’m still-hunting, I want to be as quiet as a mouse, but if there are dry leaves about, I like to mimic the muted sounds of a feeding deer. I can get away with scuffing a few leaves now and then, and the speed is perfect for catching a buck in a relaxed state.

    If you snap a twig while still-hunting, so what! Fawns make a tremendous amount of noise in the woods when they play. So do bucks when they chase does around during the breeding season. If you make an unwanted noise, just stop for a few seconds and blow on a grunt tube. A fawn bleat works all the time, but a couple of three-second buck “errrrrps” during the peak of the rut may bring a nearby buck right to you in search of that fawn or hot doe you are “tending,” with your clumsiness acting as an integral part of the charade!

    


    MYTH: You can fool a buck’s nose with a good cover-up scent. And its corollary: deer lures don’t work.

    FACT: Wrong and wrong.

    


    It’s been said that a whitetail’s sniffer is 300 to 1,000 times better than a human’s. You won’t get any argument here. I have tried all kinds of cover-up scents on deer, and all were to no avail. Yes, you can shower regularly and wear only clean clothing stored in plastic bags stuffed with dirt, twigs, dead leaves, and the like, and you will reduce the amount of human scent in the air, but eventually he will get a whiff of you through all the dirt and dead-leaf smelling clothing. You can reduce human odor, but you can’t eliminate it entirely.

    [image: ]

    Ground odors are more damaging that airborne odors simply because they can alert a deer to your presence hours after you have gone home.
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    Hot strategy: still-hunt 20 or 30 yards downwind of a scent trail.

    I’m more concerned with the scent I leave on the ground after I pass by. Airborne odors quickly disappear with the first breezes, but ground odors can linger for hours, giving a buck the knowledge you are working the area long after you’ve gone home.

    I’m very careful what I brush up against, and I always wear rubber boots, with fox urine sometimes squirted to an attached scent pad. Even then I do not still-hunt the same piece of real estate more than once or twice a week for fear of alerting area deer and thus causing them to change their daily routines.

    Do lures work? Try this for yourself, and then you tell me. Take your favorite doe-in-heat lure, and once the rut is underway, lay a scent trail down-wind of a doe’s preferred bedding area. Do this by slowly still-hunting cross-wind as close to the bedding area as possible without actually entering it. If you try this in the early morning after a cold front has passed, keep especially alert because you may run head-on into a buck as you are laying down the trail (hint!).

    Now, turn about and still-hunt back along that same trail, only this time stay 20 or 30 yards downwind. Bucks scent-checking that bedding area for estrous does will generally do so by first working the downwind edges. If one picks up your scent trail, he will be coming broadside to you with his nose to the ground, giving you ample time to pick a spot, draw, aim, and shoot.

    Other good strategies for scent trails include feeding areas frequented by does and rub lines that connect one doe bedding area with another. Just keep in mind that you are tracing the path a rutting buck takes as he patrols his bailiwick in search of estrous does and you’ll see action.

    


    MYTH: Because you have to move so slowly while still-hunting, it’s boring!

    FACT: There’s a time to go slow and there’s a time to move fast.

    


    But boring? Just wait until you catch the “how-the-hell-did-you-get-so-close?” look on a buck’s face; it’s a natural high!

    Still-hunters can get understandably frustrated when they believe they must sneak about at a snail’s pace all day long. But to move slowly through areas devoid of deer, at a time of day when deer are not likely to be present, or in opposition to the rut, makes no more sense than sitting in a treestand in mid-August overlooking an open food plot at high noon!

    The time to sneak and peek is when you expect to see a deer at any moment. When I’m still-hunting through an abandoned field late in the afternoon, for example, I’m often moving less than two feet per minute because I know bucks will often linger in this field before exposing themselves to feed in a nearby alfalfa lot after dark. I’ll slip around that same field in a New York minute, however, to get to an adjacent bedding area on a windy afternoon.

    


    MYTH: The best hunting strategy is to take a stand early and late in the day, and then still-hunt around noon.

    FACT: The best time to still-hunt is early and late in the day—when the deer are moving—and all day during the rut!

    


    The best time to still-hunt is when the deer are up and about. In the early season, mornings and evenings produce the most sightings as deer travel between feeding and bedding areas in a predictable manner. As the rut approaches, however, the action switches to rub lines and scrape lines with morning action lasting until almost noontime. When the rut peaks, you’ll want to hunt all day because bucks will be continuously on the move then in search of an estrous doe.

    The point is—why would you want to still-hunt when your chances are less than good? You want to capitalize on deer movement by still-hunting when the deer are on the move.

    
      SCRAPE LINE MAGIC

      The ravine reeked of big-buck sign. I had stumbled upon the ancient creek bed late that afternoon and was impressed with the amount of deer sign it hid from local eyes. Several thigh-sized rubs dotted the edge of the ravine like lighthouses in the fading light, but what interested me most was a fresh scrape line that ran along the rim for a bit before dipping down into the basin. Several scrapes had overhanging licking branches the diameter of my grunt tube, and the nearby soft earth was littered with large splayed tracks.

      There were also a half-dozen or more doe runs that passed through the ravine and up the far side, where the does apparently hid out during daylight hours. These doe runs intersected the scrape line at right angles, and the scrapes positioned at each juncture had been freshened on a regular basis.

      “It’s an ideal setup,” I told my friend Judd Cooney back at camp that evening, “and with any luck I’ll at least catch a glimpse of that buck working the scrape line at first light. I’m sure he’s a wall-hanger!”

      I had trouble sleeping that night in anticipation of what the morning could bring. I was up and at ‘em well before first light, and I quickly grabbed a Danish and gulped down a cup of hot coffee before driving to within a half-mile of the ravine in my 4 × 4. The stars were still shining bright as I slipped through the woods to the old cart road that led to the head of the ravine. There I waited for shooting light to filter through the early-morning cloud cover before dropping down into the basin. The excitement was killing me.

      It had been a long night for the buck, too. He had spent the darkest hours cruising the cut corn lot to the north and then zigzagging through the series of hay mowings that lay between the big woodlot and the open river. He crossed the water back and forth several times where the shallows rippled over fallen leaves before cutting back to the big woodlot just as pink light was stirring in the east.

      There were other bucks sniffing around, too, but most of the does had been bred and the pickings were getting lean. Gaunt now from the rigors of the rut and weighing just 200 or so pounds on the hoof, the nine-pointer passed along the downwind edge of the lot before circling back through a goldenrod field where does were known to bed. He rousted two from the briars, but they were no longer in estrus and he quickly lost interest.

      [image: ]

      This rub was a tip-off that a good buck was working the area.

      He turned again and trotted across an open pasture that bordered a steep ravine. A series of scrapes here bisected several doe trails that led from the nearby cornfields to a brushy hillside the does were indeed using as a daytime refuge. He was familiar with the ravine and wasted no time scent-checking each scrape as the morning’s first light filtered through the cloud cover.

      A heavy frost had coated the oak leaves and each step the buck took crackled along the ravine like a firecracker on the Fourth of July. I immediately recognized the cadence, even from deep down in the ravine, and my heart began to pound. I craned my neck back and forth along the top of the ravine until I caught the tips of the buck’s tall rack weaving and bobbing along the rim. He was upon me in seconds and would soon pass out of range, so I quickly nocked a broadhead without taking my eyes off that rack, but I still could not see enough of the deer to take a clean shot.
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      The right place at the right time—and a perfect shot.

      Suddenly, providence smiled on me and the 140-class buck stepped out to the edge to peer down into the ravine. The angle was steep, maybe 60 degrees, but I split my two pins and held solid for 30 yards for a long second before releasing a razor-tipped aluminum shaft at his vitals.

      The arrow hit with a resounding W-H-A-C-K, as if someone had hit a nearby oak with a green 2 × 4. The buck suddenly lurched forward at the shot, ducked under an overhanging branch, and disappeared from sight in seconds. Then all was quiet. I peered along the bottom of the ravine for the escaping buck but saw nothing. I marked my shooting location but couldn’t get the whacking sound out of my head, so after a long 20-minute wait, I climbed to the top of the ravine wondering if my shaft had not gone low, striking that huge oak on the far side of the deer.

      But that was not the case. I found my blood-soaked arrow at the base of the oak and a blood-splattered trail that eventually led to the Pope & Young buck some 100 yards distant. The shaft had entered the buck low and just behind the near leg. With near surgical precision, it passed through the lungs, breaking the far leg upon exiting. The three-and-a-half-year-old buck never knew what hit him.

      After field-dressing the buck, I realized a matching tenth point would have tal-lied the rack in the mid-150s, but I didn’t care. After all, I had taken the buck fair and square from his backyard and on his terms. How could I possibly top that? [image: ]
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    Kneel down, pick a spot, come to full draw, and take your shot.

    MYTH: Even if you stand perfectly still, a buck will bolt as soon as he sees your human outline. After all, you don’t belong in his part of the woods.

    FACT: Who says you have to stand?

    


    The real secret to shooting a buck from the ground at close range is to kneel down to take the shot. Of the twenty-odd whitetails I’ve arrowed while still-hunting, only three were taken while I was standing in an upright position.

    As soon as you have a deer within range, you must drop to one knee, using any available vegetation or typography as cover, and nock an arrow. When you decide to shoot, first pick a spot and then slowly come to full draw when the buck is least likely to see the movement. Most of my shots have been 12 to 15 yards, but I have taken bucks much closer, including the seven-pointer I mentioned earlier.

    Of course, a buck might see you kneeling there, but at close range, it is unlikely he will realize what you are before you release the shaft. A fully camouflaged “stump” at 15 yards simply does not look human!

    Or, you could get that special look that shows the whites of his eyes, the look that says he knows he’s been had but it’s too late to do anything about it. You’ve then beat the master at his own game, and that is what makes still-hunting worth all the effort.
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    Telling the story over and over again!

    
      

      

    

    

    3

    Basic Equipment

    Keep it simple—that’s the beauty of still-hunting. Indeed, if you intend to still-hunt with archery tackle, all you require besides a stout bow and a couple of razor-tipped arrows is a few accessories to help you get the job done properly. Our treestand brethren, however, don’t have it so easy. They are often saddled with enough gadgets, doodads, and extraneous supplies to start their own archery pro shop! And they need these hunting accessories in order to be successful, or so they believe.

    For example, in addition to lugging a portable treestand into the woods with them, treestand hunters will also tote a bag of tree steps, a pair of brush clippers, a package of glow-in-the-dark trail markers, a screw driver, an adjustable wrench, a pruning saw, a safety belt, a lift rope, a tree umbrella, a half-dozen scent dispensers, a bow hanger, a utility belt, an adjustable seat, a waterproof seat cushion, a full-size flashlight, a range finder, a pair of walkie-talkies, a canteen, and a pee bottle to their hunting site. And if that isn’t enough to worry about, they will also bring a paperback novel to help them pass away the daylight hours. Imagine that—they get bored deer hunting!
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    The beauty of still-hunting is that unlike our treestand brethren we do not need a backpack full of gadgets to enjoy a day in the deer woods. Still-hunters travel light and go with the flow.

    If I decide to still-hunt the “back 40” for a couple of hours late in the afternoon, I will travel light, judging only three items to be essential. The first and most important is a quality pair of 8 × 30-class binoculars. As I mentioned earlier, not a mini pair, as they simply do not gather enough light at dawn or dusk, nor do they have a sufficient field of view to be anything more than an annoyance. And don’t choose a full-size version that weighs several pounds, either. A quality pair of fit-in-the-hand, waterproof, shockproof, and dustproof glasses from Swarovski, Nikon, Leica, or Zeiss will let you scan the brush for a white throat patch or an antler tip all day long if need be without eye strain. They will run you between $500 and $1,000 dollars—money well spent when you consider the task at hand.

    The second item I wouldn’t leave camp without is a grunt tube. I hang at least one adjustable deer call around my neck plus I stuff a small single- purpose fawn bleat into my jacket pocket every time I enter the deer woods. Grunt tubes can be used as confidence calls whenever you stumble or crack a twig, but they can also be used to attract bucks to your present position. For a still-hunter, this means you can lure an unseen buck into shooting range or even turn a passing buck around in your direction. Either way, your day in the deer woods will be all that more remarkable when you remember to bring a grunt tube or two with you.
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    Do you want to really blend into the forest? Then learn to talk to deer.

    I was hooked on grunt tubes the first time I tried to call in a buck. It was late during the pre-rut, and the bucks were moving more and more during daylight hours. I heard what I believed to be a buck pass by near me and quickly blew two short notes on my grunt tube. The deer I heard was indeed a buck, and it charged in like a cop to a fistfight to investigate what he thought was another buck invading his turf. I was flabbergasted, to say the least, and never got an arrow nocked. Obviously, the buck escaped unscathed.

    Since then, I have relaxed untold numbers of deer with my renditions of a fawn bleat and have called several bucks to within bow range with various buck-doe combinations. A grunt tube won’t work every time you use it, but it has turned a buck’s head often enough for me to consider it a necessary still-hunting accessory.
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    Mark your exact shooting location with flagging tape before you take up the blood trail to eliminate one of your biggest questions should blood and other sign be scarce—where precisely did I shoot from?

    The third important item to bring still-hunting is fluorescent orange flagging tape. The first 20 minutes or so after a bowhunter takes a shot at a whitetail deer are often the most important in terms of recovery. Where exactly was the deer standing when the shot was made? How did the buck react to the shot? Where exactly did you last see the deer? Can you find the arrow?

    Unlike a stand hunter, who after taking a shot can return to his tree-stand an hour later to reenact the episode, a still-hunter can easily forget exactly where he was positioned when he released the arrow. Was he standing next to that small oak, or was he kneeling a few yards away? Was the buck standing in front of or behind that big log?

    To help you remember exactly where you and the deer were when you took your shot, it is important to immediately mark the spot from which you shot before you look for a blood trail. And nothing works better in this regard than a long strip of flagging tape left flapping in the breeze. The bright color can be seen from a great distance, and the plastic tape is impervious to rain or snow. And just as importantly, you can easily return to the flagging tape the next day if need be to continue the blood trail.

    Fairly basic, huh? Sure, you might also want to stuff a topographical map and compass into a daypack if you were bowhunting the big woods, or a Gore-Tex rain suit into a fanny pack if you were venturing into a new piece of property on a cloudy day. Nonetheless, you can still get by with fewer gadgets than if you were bowhunting from a treestand. And in my book, that leads to a simple, carefree day afield.


    THE IDEAL STILL-HUNTING BOW

    Some archery gear is undoubtedly better suited to sneak-and-peek deer hunting than other tackle—especially the bow. Indeed, the physical characteristics of some bows are conducive to still-hunting in the thick brush, whereas other models are ideal for still-hunting the wide-open spaces where cover is at a premium. There are still other bows that perform well from a treestand but are best left at home when it comes to still-hunting.

    Which is a better choice then: a modern compound, a recurve, or a long-bow? Well, that depends on how you expect your bow to perform in the wild. Here are the characteristics I think make a particular bow a good still-hunting weapon.

    First, the tip-to-tip or axle-to-axle length should allow a still-hunter to shoot comfortably from unorthodox positions. My 62-pound Northwood recurve, for example, is only 58 inches in length, yet I can shoot it just as accurately standing as I can kneeling down in the thick brush or squatting behind a tree stump. My compound is just over 40 inches in total length, and it, too, allows me to easily shoot in tight places.

    [image: ]

    A good still-hunting bow is relatively short, allowing you to shoot accurately sitting or kneeling.

    As a rule of thumb, if you cannot shoot accurately from a sitting position in the deer woods, the bow is probably too long for you. And even if you are tall, a 60- to 65-inch longbow is simply too cumbersome in the thick brush to be a good still-hunting bow.
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