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Idedicate this book to my parents Joseph and Lucy Fiduccia. I think of you both every day.


INTRODUCTION

If you’ve never been to a sportsmen’s show or outdoor exposition, you don’t know what you’ve been missing. Typically held in a huge hall or event center, these shows usually take place in January, February, and March, when most of us are getting serious cases of cabin fever. These shows help us make it through to Spring.

At a recent expo in Suffern, New York, I wandered up and down the aisles, jostling my way through the crowds as I checked out all the outfitter booths. With representatives from Canada, South America, Africa, Alaska, and the lower 48, these booths—with promises of trophy fish, game, and adventure—give you a serious case of the daydreams. Maybe I could save my money and actually hunt for kudu this year in Botswana. Maybe this is the year to sign up for that salmon trip to Russia that I’ve wanted to take. Or, maybe I’ll try that bowhunting lodge in Illinois that always produces Pope & Young whitetails.

After going by all those booths, after inspecting all the new gear that everyone is coming out with this year (it’s better than last year’s!), I found myself at the Peter Fiduccia–The Deer Doctor’s booth, near the hall’s entranceway. And there, as he has been for 26 years, was Peter Fiduccia. The inevitable line was also there, with guys wanting to talk with Peter about deer hunting. One guy hadn’t gotten a buck in five years, and wanted to know what he’d been doing wrong. Another hunter shot a huge 10-pointer last season, and wanted to tell Peter all about it. Still another hunter had his 14-year-old son with him. He wanted to ask Peter if his son could take a photo with him and of course, Peter smiled widely and said “It would be my pleasure.”

Peter, as always, was fielding every question, giving advice when he could, listening to success stories because he was genuinely interested, and telling his own stories when people asked how his hunting was last year.

Also in the booth were his son, Cody, who’s an honors student entering his senior year at Hartwick College in Oneonta, New York, and Peter’s wife, Kate, an accomplished author and video producer. While Peter was talking to people, Cody (who got a nice 10-pointer last season) and Kate were helping customers buy what they needed at their booth … some of Peter’s hunting books or Kate’s game cookbooks, DVDs on calling and rattling, grunt calls, deer drags, rattling antlers, hunting knives, a plethora of stuff we all can’t be without in hunting season.

At 2 o’clock, Kate nudged Peter and whispered into his ear, “You’re almost late for your whitetail strategies seminar,” she said. “You’d better get moving.” And he did, telling the remaining folks in line that he had to go give his seminar, and why didn’t they come along? Many did. Peter’s been giving deer hunting seminars at this show (and others throughout the Northeast) for years, and he always packs the house. I know, because I’ve had trouble finding an empty seat in the past. The same happened this year, but I did find some standing room along a side wall. Peter entered the room.

“Hey fellas, who got a deer last season?” he asked, looking around the audience. Hands went up here and there. “Well, you guys better give this seminar, because I didn’t get a buck, so you’re probably more qualified to talk about hunting than I am.”

“Yeah, right,” someone answered back, as friendly laughter emanated from the crowd. But then Peter launched into his seminar. No, he didn’t get a deer last year. Why? Because he was after one specific buck, and that deer didn’t cross his path. “I was out checking his core area last week, though, and I jumped him,” Peter said. “He had dropped his antlers, of course, but I’d recognize that huge body anywhere. It’s nice to know he made it through the season. He could be a 145-class buck when the next season comes.

“And that’s the point,” he said. “I don’t shoot the first buck that crosses my path … unless, of course, he’s a keeper … but because I’m at our farm almost every weekend, by hunting season I know which specific buck I’m after, I know where he lives, I know what he does, and when, all before the season starts. Scouting … it’s the beginning of what could be your most successful season …”

I listened as he went on, describing how a hunter needs to create an illusion through the use of scents, antler rattling, using deer calls, and unusual decoys to make deer react. “You want that buck to react instinctively; you want to make him so interested that he’ll come in with his guard down and looking to find what ever illusion you have created for him.”

He also talked about being innovative, about using such things as deer tails on strings to catch the attention of passing bucks. Or how about plastic scented apples? Put them down and hang a few on branches and they’ll attract deers’ curiosity even in areas where apples do not grow. Peter discoursed on one smart hunting idea after another, with the crowd riveted to his every word.

The hour flew by, and before I knew it the seminar was over. It went so fast because Peter is always animated, walking back and forth, conversing with the audience, demonstrating calls, grunting, snorting, answering one question after another, posing his own to members of the audience. When Peter stepped down from the stage, a crowd of people followed him to his booth for more of the same.

There are a lot of so-called deer hunting experts in this country. Some of them are full of hot air, some are the real deal. Peter is the latter. Throughout the Northeast, in particular, he is a well-known commodity, someone who knows whitetail deer hunting, someone who has a passion for it and studies it, dissects it, thinks about it, and then devises new and better theories on how to hunt. The best part is that he is willing to convey his knowledge to anyone who wants to know.

Now he has come up with "The Shooters Bible Guide to Whitetail Strategies." I’ve read his other books and frankly, I didn’t really think there was anything else he could write about. Hasn’t he already covered it all? The answer is an emphatic no.

In this "Shooters Bible" guide, Peter takes whitetail hunting to an even higher level.

Here, you’ll see that he has come up with never-before-published theories on the rut. From his exhaustive research, Peter has figured out that some ruts are vastly different than others. It’s all based on his theory about Perihelion and Aphelion, a phenomenon in which the earth moves toward the sun, and back, over an 11-year period. How close or far the earth is from the sun will directly affect how active the rut will be. Don’t believe that? Check out chapter 5, and you will. And you’ll also learn how to hunt the different ruts, depending on where the earth is in relation to the sun.

Want tips that are relevant now, in the 21st century? There are thousands of them in these pages. Thinking about planting a food plot? Peter has planted many of them in his farm in upstate New York, and he’ll not only tell you exactly what types of crops to plant, but how to plant them, and where. Want sound advice on deer management? Peter covers that too. Want to buy some hunting land? Peter gives tips and advice on how to find and purchase the best land for deer (and other wildlife), how to get it at a fair price, and how to manage it once it’s yours–all through his own trial and error.

Tactics, gear, scouting, field dressing, cooking tips and recipes–they’re all here, presented in a format that’s easy to read and understand. And if you’ve got a question, e-mail Peter at peter@fiduccia.com. He answers every email he receives, because that’s what he does. He wouldn’t do it any other way.

Jay Cassell

Senior Editor

Skyhorse Publishing

New York, New York

May 2011


PREFACE

What It’s All About

All too often we are lead to believe that deer, especially mature bucks, have the ability to think and reason. How foolish is that? Deer do not possess the power of thought and reason. They survive entirely on their instinctive behaviors.

A mature buck isn’t a wise and scholarly animal as so many writers like to make him out to be. These writers unintentionally mislead hunters into thinking that the odds of taking such a stealthy creature with consistent success are very low. Friends–nothing, and I mean nothing–about deer hunting can be further from the truth.

Deer are only creatures of habit. They live their lives and survive by either avoiding danger or making a fatal mistake and walking into it.

Big, mature bucks do not grow old from brain power. Nor do they become trophy-class bucks by being foolhardy. Actually, they get to be wall-hangers by simply being nervous wrecks! I strongly believe that some buck fawns are born with a gene that makes them more scared of everything around them than other fawns.

As fawns, these “nervous wreck” bucks are frightened out of their hooves by the snap of a twig. When a crow cries out a warning they heed it instantly and run off. If a doe makes an alarm-distress snort, this type of fawn buck doesn’t wait to respond. Instead, on the first sound he is heading at warp 9.9 into the closest available secure cover. This reaction to an alarm-distress snort remains with him the rest of his natural life.
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What it’s all about … Here my son Cody poses with his first 8-point buck taken on our farm. It’s all about family, friends, and fun. Isn’t it?

As he gets older, this condition only intensifies. Now he doesn’t second guess anything. Every little sound, odor, or noise he encounters from moment to moment is taken seriously. He lives his life worrying about predators. Because of this he becomes a loner and–by accident–a survivor. By no means is this from brain power–but by a finely tuned instinctive behavior that makes him more sensitive to danger and his surroundings than other bucks that were not blessed with this over-sensitive gene.

As a 2½ year old, if he smells danger, he doesn’t run–he’s too scared. Instead, he holds tight hoping the danger will not detect him and pass him by. If he hears a noise, he freezes and remains motionless until he decides to either run or hide. If he sees danger approaching, he slips away quietly with his tail tucked between his legs into the thickest of cover. His nerves only fray more and more as he gets older making him less apt to be seen as other bucks are. In reality, he is nothing more than what we would term a scaredy-cat. He certainly doesn’t possess the power or reason or intellect to be anything but that.

My point is that hunters have to believe that we are capable of taking deer no matter what size their antlers are or how old the deer is. If not, we’re half way on our way to failure as consistently successful deer hunters.

In this book, I will address the type of tactics that hunters can use to increase their chances of taking a trophy buck. Now let’s be clear here. A trophy buck can be a buck that has eight points, a 16-inch wide rack, and is 3½ years old. This is especially true in New England and the Northeast where hunters stalk the most pressured bucks in the country.

All too often you are led to believe by many pros (who own and hunt their own 1,000 private acre pieces of land) that you are doing something wrong in the deer woods and that is why you are not taking the type of trophies they are. Hog wash. They are hunting un-pressured areas and so their deer get older and have better racks. They’re also hunting in areas where the soil is highly conducive to developing trophy-size bucks.

I challenge any of them to come to New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Connecticut, Massachusetts, New Hampshire and Vermont, and take the type of trophy-class bucks you see them bag on television and on their DVDs. I’ll bet bucks to donuts that they will not be able to produce any better than you do my friends.

The number one factor in taking big bucks consistently isn’t anything else and I include a hunter’s skills, tactics, woodsmanship aptitude, or any other element–it is only the ability to hunt areas that have little to no pressure. Don’t let anyone else tell you anything differently. Big bucks are just as likely to be killed as small bucks are as long as they are not dealing with heavy hunting pressure.

With that in mind, now use your seasoned, heavy hunting pressured experience, and take it to the next level by applying plain old common sense to your deer hunting strategies. The end result is going to be seeing and bagging more bucks.

And remember, any buck or doe is a trophy as long as it is a trophy in your mind. It doesn’t matter what I think, or your hunting buddies think, or what you think you have to live up to regarding deer hunting. If you’re happy with the hunt and the animal, you’ll have a memory for a lifetime and a successful hunt. By keeping the fun in deer hunting–it will become less stressful and more enjoyable. Another benefit here is that the more fun it is, the more likely your wife or children will want to join you. Now there’s some food for thought.
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This buck will not roam too far from his core area, especially early in the fall. Later on, when the rut is in full swing, he will be tempted to search for does out of the comfort of his core area. (credit: Ted Rose)


Section I

ADVANCED TACTICS

1.   BUCK CORE AREAS

2.   NOCTURNAL BUCKS

3.   RUBS, SCRAPES & ANTLER SIZE

4.   HUNT THE INSIDE CORNERS

5.   GETTING INTO THE RUT

6.   AND YOU THOUGHT BUCKS WERE WILY

7.   ONLY THE NOSE KNOWS


1. Buck Core Areas

If you started reading this book without reading the preface, please don’t. What I wrote in the preface is the most relevant information in the book. I strongly suggest you read it before you read anything else.

There has always been a lot of confusion about the term “core area.” Basically, a core area is where a deer beds, feeds, and waters throughout most of the year. A mature buck uses this area throughout most of his life. A core area should not be confused with the term “home range.” Home range is everywhere a deer goes throughout the year. For a buck, that includes areas he visits on a transient basis during the rut. During this period he may leave the security of his core area and venture greater distances to locate receptive does. Although a buck may leave his core area during the rut, studies have proven that it is rare that he will venture from his home range even to locate hot does.

One of the only elements that may make a buck leave his home range is when a younger buck’s home range includes a mature buck’s home range as well. When an older buck consistently has run-ins with a subordinate buck, the younger buck realizes the only way he will get an opportunity to breed an estrus doe is to leave his home range or leave that older buck’s core area. That’s when a hunter may get to see really big bucks in sections of land where they’ve never been seen before.

Over the years, my success with taking mature bucks (remember that in some areas, like New York, a mature buck may only be a 120- to 125-class buck) can be directly linked to having a basic understanding of a buck’s core area. Any hunter who consistently takes mature bucks understands the importance of locating and hunting buck core areas. The more you learn about buck core areas the more success you will have in taking older deer.
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Mature bucks like this fellow will remain in their core area as much as possible. They only venture from it to find receptive does, food or if they are continually disturbed.
(credit: Ted Rose)
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A core area provides comfort, security, food, water, and thick cover that offer an ideal place to bed out of harm’s way. (credit: Ted Rose)

While most hunters who consider themselves trophy hunters and have heard the term “core area” many times, there are a lot of hunters who are not familiar with the term. So, let’s clarify the difference between “core area” and “home range.”

Defining a Core Area to the Nth Degree

Core areas are places occupied by whitetail bucks outside of the rut. This is when they are not seeking out receptive does or struggling with predators, deep snow, lack of food, etc. A buck will spend the majority of his time feeding, watering, bedding, and traveling within the boundaries of his core area. This is the best way I know to describe a core area. Some might add slightly more to that explanation–but the truth is a core area is nothing more than what I described above.
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Core areas come in all sizes depending on the buck that chooses the location. A primary consideration for the buck selecting a core area is that it offers thick cover. (credit: Ted Rose)

I’m often asked, “Just how big is a core area?” That is a loaded question as no two core areas will ever be the same size. There are just too many elements that dictate how much deer dirt each individual buck will use as his core area. The most significant factor is whether or not the area has enough bedding cover in relation to available food and water.

When I have jumped mature bucks during the day, I found them to be in cover, within rock-throwing distance of a currently available primary food source where he has established a small core area. When a buck has to travel a long distance from his bedding area to his feeding area, his core area will be much larger. This is often true of bucks that live in what easterners term big woods–woods that are found in Maine and in New York’s Adirondack Mountains. Deer that live near or on farmlands or in suburban areas do not fit into this category.

As most hunters know, during the summer months and into very early fall, whitetail bucks hang out in bachelor groups and stick close to home. They spend the majority of their time bedding, traveling, and feeding within their core areas and extended home range. Once the bachelor groups start breaking up, however, this changes.

Core Area Relocating

Bucks begin to test their position within the herd by sparring with other bucks. This competition is often the main reason why bachelor groups break up. This isn’t a secret but there is an observable fact that is not as widely known.

Some hunters and researchers feel that when bachelor groups break up, the bucks simply move off short distances and take up residency there. While I find this true in some cases, some biologists suggest that bucks will relocate long distances from their summer areas.

Some say mature bucks in velvet have a tendency to become a lot less visible once they shed their velvet. Most believe that the bucks simply go into a more reclusive fall lifestyle. The fact is, however, the bucks have just relocated and established their core areas away from where they had been spending their summer time. Again, this can mean that the core area is relatively close by or even miles from where they lived while they were in velvet.

You can take this to the deer bank–most of you have experienced seeing bucks during the late summer and into September and noticed how they turn into less visible bucks as fall progresses. This is is more evident if a buck happens to be a subordinate member of the bachelor group.

When a young buck of 1½ to 2½ years old starts to get intimidated by a mature buck of 3½ or 4½ years old, he begins to get the message that it is time for him to relocate. This is more evident once the playful pushing and shoving of late summer turns into more staid pushing, shoving and even fighting in the early fall. The smaller bucks within the bachelor group only take so much mistreatment by the mature bucks before they instinctively understand it is time to move off and establish their own core areas.

Core Areas Do Change

It is also important to understand that bucks do not stay within the same core area all year, especially during the big chase period of the three rut cycles. Contrary to what you have read, heard, or believe, a whitetail buck will suddenly decide to relocate during the early fall transition period and take up residency in a completely different area. Often, this is where you’ll find the majority of the buck’s rub lines and scrape lines.

Tom Indrebo, who has written a book for my publishing company Woods N’ Water Press titled Growing & Hunting Quality Bucks, lives and hunts in one of the most trophy-rich areas of the county–Buffalo County, Wisconsin. Along with operating a trophy-hunting deer camp called Bluff Country Outfitters, Tom has spent thousands of hours observing, recording and video taping mature whitetail bucks. Tom is a valid deer expect who knows all aspects of deer behavior, biology and management. He is very savvy about bucks and their core areas.

In his book, Tom places great importance on the role that food, cover and water seem to play in a buck choosing his core-area location. Tom’s research has showed there’s often a big difference between summer core areas and pre-rut core areas of bucks.

The problem for most of us who hunt pressured areas of the east like New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Connecticut, Massachusetts and the like, is that it is almost a sure bet that it will be very difficult to find a mature buck after he relocates. No matter whether you are hunting private land or public land, odds are that a big buck will relocate on property you don’t have permission to hunt! We all know the reality to that scenario. The only way to find a buck that has relocated onto private land is to try to get permission to hunt the land the buck has taken up residency on.

Reasons Why Bucks Move

As I said, conflicts with older bucks are at the top of the list on why a big buck suddenly decides to take up a living area in a new location. Other elements that will make bucks seek out new core areas are changes in their preferred food sources. Loss of habitat also plays a big role in the reasons why buck relocate. But very high on the list is pressure from humans.

As any hunter who has consistently killed mature bucks understands, mature whitetail bucks will take only very little pressure from humans during the early fall and especially during the high pressure of hunting season. Simple scouting ventures are enough to warn any mature buck about what is to start and their immediate instinctive response it to move out of the pressured area. Sometimes they do not move far off, however, sometimes they move quite a distance away.
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We built this pond on our farm to provide a reliable water source for our deer and other wildlife. Ponds (and even small watering pot holes) are crucial to deer during the chase period of rut when bucks and does become dehydrated.
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This buck has clearly ventured from the safety of his core area to tend this doe. Bucks often establish more than one core area to use during different times of the year. (credit: Ted Rose)

Just how much human presence is too much pressure for a mature buck to tolerate before he decides to relocate? I can guarantee you can take this to the deer hunting bank–not much at all, especially in heavily populated or hunted areas. This is especially true with a buck of the temperament I described earlier in the book–you know the buck I refer to as the type of buck that grew up being afraid of his own shadow. This type of buck leaves with the least amount of pressure applied to his area while a buck that doesn’t inherit the "scaredy-cat" gene is more reluctant to relocate.

For the "scaredy-cat" buck, it may only take more than one or two intrusions into his home range or a single incursion into his bedding area to alert the buck to abandon his core area. A more relaxed mature buck may either tolerate several intrusions before relocating or simply adjust his travel and hiding routines and decide not to move at all. It is the mature buck that has grown up to be spooky of everything that turns out to be the buck that will be most likely to relocate the quickest when pressure is applied to his home range or core area.

The Importance of Water

Too many hunters pay little attention to one of the most crucial elements when it comes to whitetails and their daily lives as well as their penchant on selecting a core-area location. Over the years, I’ve seen times, especially in dry years, when whitetails have abandoned their core areas and established other core areas, all based on the lack of wanting to be near a reliable water source.

When I first purchased my farm it was during a major two year long drought. The deer were leaving my property and taking up residence on the neighbor’s 250 acre farm because he had several small watering holes, as well as a couple of large ponds. It didn’t take me long to figure out that I had to give them a few reliable watering sources if I wanted them to feel comfortable enough to remain on my land. I built a good size pond that had several underground springs and also dug several pot holes with underground springs that afforded year round water even in dry years. If you have land you lease or own, this is a very important element to consider in providing your resident deer with watering options that do not require having them leave your property.

Keep in mind that it isn’t always dry weather that influences bucks to relocate to find water. Several years ago, flooding wrecked havoc with several of my fields and low ground areas that were ideal bedding places for my deer. The extensive flooding forced the deer to find other areas, abandoning places where they had lived on my farm for years. It didn’t take long to figure out that in this circumstance, deer will seek higher, dryer ground which helped me to pinpoint their new core areas quickly.

The Rut Keeps ‘Em Moving

One of the most instinctive reasons for a buck to abruptly depart from his core area is the breeding season. The instinct to breed can not only take bucks from their home ranges for long distances–sometimes miles, but also for several days or weeks at a time as well. This usually happens in areas where the buck to doe ratio is out of whack and the bucks have to search high and wide for receptive does. In areas where the ratio is more balanced, the tendency to roam far and wide to locate hot does is much less dramatic. After the rut is finished and bucks have made it through the rigors of breeding, have safely avoided being killed and successfully dodged getting hit by cars as they cross roads in search of does, most mature bucks will return to their core areas they used during the pre-rut period unless they have found a more secure area that offers better food, water, security and less competition from other mature bucks.

However, once safely back in their familiar haunts, bucks will start traveling along the same routes they used prior to the rut. Until they get comfortable with their core area again, many times they will only move under the cover of darkness–for a few weeks anyway.

It is important to remember that it is entirely probable that some mature bucks establish separate core areas during the four seasons of the year. Why some bucks do this is an enigma not only to me, but to a lot of biologists with whom I have discussed this. I suspect it is most likely related to the availability or lack of food, water, and cover though.

If you take the time to figure out where mature bucks prefer to feed, water and bed, and the routes they use to get to and from these destinations, you will immediately improve your deer hunting success. The wise hunter learns all they can about a buck’s core area. It has been one of the most overlooked and misunderstood aspects of deer hunting–hopefully after reading this I have set you on the right track about core areas.


2. Nocturnal Bucks

How many times have you heard the phrase, “He went nocturnal”? If you have been hunting deer for any length of time, you have probably heard it more than once. The term refers to a buck, that for a variety of reasons, never moves during daylight hours at all, not even during the rut. Deer that fit into this category supposedly never leave the safety and security of their bedding areas during daylight hours–not for any reason! It doesn’t take much sense to figure out that these “nocturnal bucks” are therefore impossible to kill.

OK. At the risk of being controversial, let me say that is a bunch of hog-crap. You can go to the deer bank with the fact that there isn’t a single buck alive that moves exclusively at night without any movement whatsoever during legal hunting hours. In believing that, you are limiting your potential not only as a deer hunter, but also as a successful deer hunter and that is a fact.

With that said, there are some bucks (usually mature deer) that live in heavily hunted areas and restrict their movements to the cover of darkness. Most of their daylight travel is limited to moving during the first few minutes of dawn and the last few moments at dusk. Or, at least that is what we are told to believe. Trust me, that simply is not the case. At least part of the time during daylight hours, even the most cautious buck will move about.
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Do a lot of mature bucks end up “going nocturnal”? Not so, says the Deer Doctor. (credit: Ted Rose)

Many other whitetail experts agree that nocturnal bucks (deer that do the majority of their movement under the cover of darkness), travel during daylight hours sometimes–making them susceptible to being taken by hunters.

I’ve learned time and time again that there are bucks who adapt to various degrees of nocturnal behavior. I have also seen hunters suspect that a buck has gone nocturnal, when he really hasn’t. The problem with believing that bucks go totally nocturnal is that it provides many hunters with an unconscious reason (notice I didn’t say excuse) to give up on hunting a particular buck in a given area where they have become less visible during daylight hours. This one factor is a major reason why many hunters end up not killing a buck during the season. They are convinced they have no valid chance of taking a buck that is nocturnal in his movements. They end up missing terrific hunting opportunities for all types of bucks, including mature deer. My advice is to take the phrase “nocturnal buck” out of your deer hunting vocabulary, or at least take it with a grain of salt!
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This huge buck was out chasing does when a moon chart said he shouldn’t have been!

Off-Hour Movement Patterns

Several years ago while in Saskatchewan, Canada, I shot a 16-point trophy whitetail buck that ended up scoring 198 5/8 Boone and Crockett (B&C) points on a hunt. I saw the buck three times during that hunt and all three times it was between 11:30 am and 2:30 pm! Despite the fact that I was in my stand before daylight and hunted until legal light was over, I only saw the buck during off-hours, instead of the prime times of dusk and dawn.

On this hunt, I was using an estrus doe blat and I managed to call an estrus doe in all three times. Each time the doe came in, the buck was close behind her. It wasn’t until the final day of the hunt–three days after I had seen the buck for the second time–that I called in another hot doe. She ran across an overgrown field that was about 200 hundred yards long. As she got to my position, she passed me and went down an embankment behind me looking for the other doe. As soon as the doe was out of sight, the huge buck instantly broke out of the woods. On a dead run, he chased after the doe across the open field. With a loud alarm blat, I slowed him up enough to take my shot. I shot this 6½ year old, 16-point buck in the middle of the day. So much for the theory of big bucks moving only during the night.

Some researchers have discovered that mature does and bucks have three peak times they seek water and browse. Those times are 7 am, 11 am, and 6 pm While they may only move short distances for short periods of time to drink and browse, during the rut (when they get dehydrated from chasing each other) they may move to water more often and end up moving for longer periods during these times as well.

Deer remain bedded most of the day chewing cud. But they are instinctively motivated to stand up, stretch, and move short distances several times a day which is directly tied to their metabolism and cud-chewing habits. Being in the right spot during these movement times can pay off in big dividends.

Of course, many hunters fall into the trap of hunting pressured deer at the edge of fields along a planted agricultural field or a food plot (which is always a no-no). The problem here is that it only takes a mature buck or doe one bad encounter to figure out that they can’t go to the field during day light hours.

If you want to ambush a deer in a heavily hunted area leading to a field, you must plan to do so from inside the woods. Post in a position that will allow the buck to reach you before darkness falls. Move your stand further back from the field by 100 yards or more into the thickest cover available to you. Many times, this means setting up just outside of a bedding area. If it is done correctly, this can be the most lethal of all ways to take a buck that is traveling during the low light of dusk and dawn. It can also be a deadly tactic to ambush a buck that is moving only during the off-hours mentioned above.

Creative Strategies for “Nocturnal” Bucks

Many times the area that a buck uses is small and difficult to approach without spooking him or other deer. When this happens, you may want to try a tactic that has worked for me. Enter the area in the middle of the day and set up your stand. Most times you will end up spooking the deer from their beds. Then, don’t hunt the stand for a few days. Return to the stand long before daylight when you decide to hunt it. Now, it all boils down to whether or not the buck returns and beds down in the same spot as it did before. If he does, you are in the perfect setup for a shot.

An alternate strategy if he doesn’t return at the crack of dawn, hunt until you want to leave and then don’t return to the stand for at least several days. The next time you go to it, however, arrive no earlier than 9:30 am. Still-hunt in to the stand as quietly as you can. Then hunt it until 1:30 pm. I’m going to bet that if you try this plan, you will see a good buck moving off-hours during your post.

The key factor to taking a so-called “strictly nocturnal buck” is pinpointing exactly where that deer is bedding and trying to call, rattle, decoy, or ambush him during off-hours.

A crucial element to taking a buck like this is not only to arrive at your stand without being detected, but you must also take every precaution not to leave any evidence that you’ve penetrated his sanctuary. Before entering, clean the soles of your boots (rubber or leather) with a non-scented soap. Wear clean clothing and spray it with an odor eliminator. Take a shower with unscented hunters soap before you leave and cover your approach ever so slowly.

Remember you only get one shot at fooling a mature buck in his core area. If you blow it, you better not plan on going back for at least several days or more. If he detects you the second time, the hunt is over. Go look for another buck in another area. This buck will really give you nightmares now.
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Fellow hunter Jay Cassell rattles from a stand more than 100 yards from the nearest field. That's a good location to catch a mature buck moving toward the fields late in the afternoon.

[image: image]

I like to grunt softly rather than loudly and aggressively. By keeping my tone and volume natural sounding, I have had consistent calling success for over 40 years.

Call or Rattle During Off-Hours

Trying to kill a sly semi-nocturnal buck (that’s a more practical term) can be done but it takes a little more planning. You will have to take all the same precautions I mentioned above and then some.

Now is the time to employ my favorite tactic by creating the entire illusion! If you’re hunting a buck who is moving only during the start and finishing minutes of dawn and dusk or during the off-hours, he obviously isn’t going to come trotting out of his bedding area with his guard down unless you make him do so! So how do you make a daylight-shy buck leave his bedding area? Create the illusion–that’s how. Often that means using a decoy tail, rattling antlers or a variety of deer calls other than a grunt tube (if you have any of my other books you can read the detailed chapters on using deer calls or you can order my deer calling DVD, “Tactics for Talking to Deer–How to Effectively Use Grunt, Blat, Bleat, and Snort Calls” by going to my website www.deerdoctor.com).

As I mentioned, don’t start by using a grunt call. Begin with a soft, guttural doe estrus blat. Make the call from several different directions. If you don’t get a response, then add a soft grunt vocalization (never make an aggressive loud grunt in this situation).

You can also make a mock rub or scrape near the bedding area. Sometimes a buck will be lured out simply by the sounds of rustling leaves or a visual sighting of a fresh rub in his bedding area. To create the entire illusion here, use appropriate scents as well.

But regardless of whether you choose to use rattling antlers, grunt calls, bleat calls, or any combination thereof, your basic strategy for attempting to call in a nocturnal buck should remain the same. Always use extreme care when approaching your stand. Take every possible preventative measure to avoid spooking other deer. Also, avoid making any unnatural noises like clinking metal on metal, or coughing, talking on your walkie-talkie, etc. That last one should have been a no-brainer–yes?

Before making any deer vocalizations, let things settle down for awhile so the natural behavior of the squirrels and other wildlife has returned to normal. When you are dealing with a mature buck, it is wise to never over-call. When you’re trying to call in a semi-nocturnal buck, you can bet your deer stand you will definitely lose him if you over-call.

If there’s one place where calling, rattling, or decoying too frequently can be disadvantageous to your chances for success, near a bedding area is the place! If a buck is in the mood to come in, he’ll respond to your first good effort or he’ll ignore it.

You should also remember that you’re dealing with a buck that has inherited the “nervous wreck gene.” That is probably why he is mostly nocturnal to begin with. Anything you do to make him even more spooky than normal will cause him to leave the bedding area post haste. These types of bucks are inclined to move around during daylight, but they do so cautiously. But once these deer sense the least bit of human pressure, their behavior quickly changes.

Lastly, there is always a chance that a buck you think has gone into a strict nocturnal movement pattern actually really hasn’t. I promise you this happens more often than most hunters care to believe. Misinformation regarding nocturnal bucks and their bedding areas often results in not filling your buck tag for the season.

Selecting a certain buck and ending up killing it whether he’s nocturnal or not can prove to be a tough ordeal. I can promise you this, if you are hunting in an area where the deer is not bedding it may prove to be impossible!

If you are still not convinced that mature bucks do not go completely nocturnal consider this, if they did, how are all the Boone & Crockett bucks and other record-book bucks killed during legal hunting hours?

[image: image]

Is there any truth to the old saying that big-antlered bucks are the only bucks that make big rubs and scrapes? Read on to find out. (credit: Ted Rose)


3. Rubs, Scrapes & Antler Size

One of the ongoing arguments and misnomers about deer hunting is the relationship between the size of a rub and a scrape to the body and antler size of the buck that made it. The old-timers (actually that’s me now), but I mean the old-timers from the 1950s through the 1970s, believed and promoted that the larger the scrape and rub were–the bigger the buck was who made it. While that is certainly true to some degree, it is absolutely not always factual.

With the continuing research about whitetails and their behavior, biology, and habitat, it has been noted over the last 30 years that big bucks (mature bucks 3½ years old and older) often rub small saplings. This behavior begins early in the first stages of the pre-rut which usually starts around the 10th of October give or take several days.

It has also been documented that mature bucks often make small scrapes especially if they are the early false scrapes. False scrapes are the scrapes that appear in mid-October suddenly. One day there isn’t any sign, the next day there are dozens of small circular scrapes that soon dry up and are unused. Mature bucks also make common secondary scrapes–the scrapes you find in a line in November that are found along fence rows, social areas, logging roads, and the like. Primary scrapes are much larger than the aforementioned scrapes and are usually made by mature bucks. Most hunters recognize this, so there is less confusion among hunters about what size (actually age class) buck made them.

Most of the time, a rub can provide more information about a buck’s age-class, body size, and the potential size of his antlers than scrapes. When you find larger than normal false and secondary scrapes, it isn’t indicative that a mature buck made them. A large scrape may only mean that several bucks attended it and pawed it into an ever-widening size. The old belief that only one buck makes a rub and scrape and only he uses it is just an absolute fairly tale. Rubs and scrapes are meant to be olfactory and visual sign posts in the deer’s world. As such, they are often used by several bucks. You can take that fact to the deer hunting bank!

Most pre-rut rubbing is carried out by what many biologists and hunters refer to as dominant bucks. I would like to clarify that definition for you. There is no such animal as the “dominant” buck. Not in the true sense of the meaning of dominance in the whitetail’s world anyway. True dominance is relevant for animals like wolves (canines) and lions (felines) who urine-mark their territory. If the area they have stalked out as “their own turf” is trespassed on by another of their species they react immediately by physically engaging the violator–many times with enough “extreme prejudice” to kill the intruder. If the transgressor is not killed, he is severely beaten up and chased until he departs across the scent line that marks the territory of the other animal. This is a much more accurate way of describing dominance among animals.

[image: image]

This buck is working the over-hanging branch above his scrape. He is depositing scent from his vomeronasal gland in the roof of his mouth, from his preorbital gland in the corner of his eye and from his forehead gland. (credit: Ted Rose)
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The aggressive body language of this buck helps him avoid blood-shed by showing his high ranking in the pecking order through posturing. (credit: Ted Rose)

In the world of the whitetail, there is certainly a dominant type of behavior, but it can be more accurately described as establishing and maintaining a mature buck’s “pecking order” within his herd, among his peers, and with transient bucks that may egress his so-called territory as well. Bucks, even mature bucks, do not like to fight if it can be helped. They instinctively want to avoid injury. So, most of their confrontations are done via aggressive body language, posturing, eye-contact, pushing, and shoving–especially during the early part of the fall. Each buck within a given herd actually knows his place on the totem pole (so to speak) as early as July or August and certainly by mid-October.

If down-and-out fights do break out–and they do on occasion–they are usually between transient bucks and are not intended to inflict mortal wounds as is the case of truly dominant animals. I mention this so there is no confusion about dominance among whitetails. If you don’t understand it as Mother Nature intended it to be, you will be sold a bill of goods regarding products that are meant to attract the dominant buck in your area. The dominant whitetail hype is total nonsense and nothing more than a marketing ploy.

Over the 25 years I have been taping the behavior of whitetails I can tell you this–I have dozens of scenes where young bucks are breeding does directly in view of much older bucks. In a world of true dominance, this is simply not allowed to take place. The dominant animal would knock the snot out of any other male who threatened his rank and, therefore, his breeding status. Have you ever seen what happens to a poor gorilla, chimpanzee, wolf, or lion, when it tries to sneak getting a piece of a _ _? The dominant animal teaches him a lesson he won’t soon forget! Take the word “dominance” out of your whitetail vocabulary and replace it with the more accurate term “pecking order” or “rank status.”

[image: image]

When you locate a scrape that is three feet by three feet or more you can bet it is a primary scrape of a mature buck. It will be worth hunting over, unlike the small false scrapes found in October (above) and the secondary scrapes found in lines along fence rows etc.

According to researchers, when the rut begins, high ranking (note I didn’t say dominant) bucks rub less and concentrate more on making and attending scrapes, licking sticks, and overhanging branches. The intensity and seasonal pattern of rubbing often reflects the age class and the degree of social pecking order among bucks of a given herd or area. Biologists also say that the amount of rubs in the early fall, for example, reveals the presence of one or more older bucks that rank high in the pecking order. Seeing and interpreting that in an area that has many rubs should not necessarily mean they were made by many different bucks.

With that said, however, when you discover that a lot more rub activity is taking place later than normal, it suggests your buck population may be out of whack and contain more young bucks than mature bucks. Late rubbing indicates a lack of pre-rut social order and behavior.

The body weight, age class, and rack size of a buck usually (which means more often than not) corresponds closely to the size of the sapling or tree he rubs. But this is not written in stone. I have also video-taped many small racked bucks (in the 100 to 110 class) making large rubs on semi-large trees. Why? Because, like all teenage males, they just have to show off and this is one way they can do it without getting themselves pushed around by bucks higher in the pecking order.

I have also seen mature bucks in the 125 to 140 class rub the heck out of small trees and even saplings, especially in early fall before the younger bucks start rubbing. If you’re trying to match a rub to a mature buck with a good set of antlers, be on the lookout for rubs that are made high on trees that have trunks at least four inches in diameter. Also take notice of any deep indents high on the tree–these would come from a buck with a multi-tined rack.

[image: image]

I watched a big racked eight-point buck make this rub on this little sapling. So much for big bucks making only big rubs!

More than 30 years ago I discovered a neat trick in how to find out more about what type of buck made a rub. I found a rub that had many tiny holes midway up the rub. I looked closely and determined that it was probably made by a mature buck whose antler base included a lot of burrs by the pedicles. When the buck rubbed a tree, these nubs made countless tiny marks that were lower than the deep indents made by the tips of the tines. Since then, I have been able to match them to the antlers of a mature buck that I either killed in the same area or I was able to capture the phenomenon for myself on tape. Many times, the rubbed tree’s bark was frayed to smithereens (for those of you who don’t know that Brooklyn word, it means frayed to ribbons). This also indicated the base of the buck’s antlers were most likely heavily burred.

There are, of course, exceptions to every rule and that applies to rubs as well. Never overlook buck rubs that are made on large trees with 16- or 18-inch trunk diameters or on trunks that are the size of your wrist. Another of my best kept strategies has been to focus my attention on rubs when I want to bag a mature buck.
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