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  Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

  Good luck!

  —Lamar Underwood


  CHAPTER 1

  White-tailed Deer Hunting

  1. Don’t Shoot Bucks That Look Insecure

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

  [image: image]

  2. Find Small Bucks Near Big Scrapes

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

  3. The Surefire Spot for Big Bucks

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

  4. See More Deer by Scanning an Area Twice

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