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  First of all, I would like to dedicate this to my late parents, who inspired my love of the outdoors, Art and Hattie Slings, Pam Slings along with our daughter, Shelby, and our “grands,” Cooper and Kelsey. I would also like to acknowledge the victims and the families of hunting-related shootings I have investigated for their strength and willingness to cooperate in finding the truth for the sake of prevention. A special shout-out and thank you to all the volunteer hunter education instructors who have continued to make hunting the safe activity it has become over the years. Thank you as well to the professional natural resources staff members and wildlife officers who have guided the volunteer efforts and shared their passion through the International Hunter Education Association.




  Lastly, I would like to thank God for the strength and passion He has instilled in me as I have dedicated my life’s work to the prevention of hunting-related incidents. Being able to reach out to Him each and every time to deal with tragic events I have encountered has saved me. He has given me the guidance to focus my efforts as well as blessing me with two great partners: Michael Van Durme and Keith Byers. We share in our faith and to do the next best right thing to prevent tragedy and pass on the lessons we have learned.




  —Rod Slings




  I would like to dedicate my works in this book to my loving wife, Daryl. She put up with my life as a wildlife law enforcement officer for thirty-one years. Without her support and understanding of the job, I could not been successful in a career field that I dearly love. Also I would like to dedicate my works in this book to Captain Denny Hill for believing in me and seeing potential where others did not. Without his support, insight, and giving me the opportunity, my partners, Rod Slings and Mike Van Durme, would be writing this book with someone else. And last but certainly not least, I would like to dedicate my works in this book to Rod Slings and Mike Van Durme. They have made my life’s journey a richer and more colorful place. Our friendship holds no bounds. “I’m at the place I need to be.”




  —B. Keith Byers




  I would like to dedicate my efforts here to my family, who helped form me and have supported me in every endeavor. My parents and grandparents, my siblings, and especially my wife, Mary, and children, Ben, Jessica, and Jordan, have always been behind me, even when they had no idea where I was going. This book would not have been possible without Rod Slings and Keith Byers, my partners, my friends, and my companions on the journey.




  —Michael Van Durme




  Special Dedication from the Authors




  And finally, we would all like to dedicate our work to the game wardens everywhere, no matter what title is on their uniforms. They are the backbone of protecting both the wildlife and the people who go afield to enjoy it. One of the greatest game wardens of all was Mike Bradshaw, Texas Game Warden, a dear friend and coworker who left us too soon. He embodied the passion and professionalism that characterizes real game wardens.




  

    If you go to hunt, take a solemn oath never to point the shooting end of your gun toward yourself or any other human being.




    In still-hunting, swear yourself black in the face never to shoot at a dim, moving object in the woods for a deer, unless you have seen that it is a deer. In these days there are quite as many hunters as deer in the woods; and it is a heavy, wearisome job to pack a dead or wounded man ten or twelve miles out to a clearing, let alone it spoils all the pleasure of the hunt, and it is apt to raise hard feelings among his relations.




    —“NESSMUK,” GEORGE WASHINGTON SEARS,




    WOODCRAFT AND CAMPING, 1884;




    DOVER PUBLICATIONS, INC., NEW YORK


  




  
INTRODUCTION OF ROD SLINGS





  

    The incident scene will speak to you; you must listen for the sake of prevention.


  




  FOR MANY YEARS, MY QUOTE ABOVE HAS BEEN MY SIGNATURE line, while the philosophy of “Find something you love to do and get paid for it, you will never have to work a day,” has been very close to describing my career.




  I was raised in a family where hunting was something everyone did. It was not so much a rite of passage as it was just part of life. Sunday afternoons were spent plinking at cans or shooting clay birds. I can remember my dad and uncles using a rifle to shoot the metal ring off old metal coffee cans as the cans were thrown in the air. They were all very good shots. Every fall they shined, or what was also called “jacklighting”: illegally shining a spotlight into trees to locate raccoons. The shot would be made from the car, which was also illegal. I stayed at the car holding the light so they could go retrieve the raccoon, all the while watching out for the game warden. The raccoons would be skinned and their fur sold. These outings even occurred while driving the back roads on the way to and from the grocery store with the family on a Saturday night.




  For me, growing up provided almost daily lessons on how to hunt, but as you can tell, not all the methods were legal or ethical. Later in my life these events provided valuable knowledge, helping me catch those who hunted illegally. My occupation as a protector of wildlife made me the black sheep in the family. I took a little guff at times when the family got together, but I always knew they respected me and loved me for my passion for wildlife.




  I began my career with Iowa State Parks as an assistant park ranger in 1973. My family always camped, fished, and hunted, so getting hired for an outdoors job was fantastic. As time went on, I worked my way up the ladder and continued my education.




  I worked in state parks for the first years of my career while also working navigation enforcement on the lake. The best part of my job came every fall, when I worked alongside the local conservation officers. In 1984 I was approached by the chief of enforcement about him creating some new law enforcement positions dealing with safety. Once the positions were approved, I interviewed for and became one of six new conservation officers assigned to the Recreational Safety Officer Unit. The unit was responsible for working with the department’s safety education programs, boat crash investigations, and hunting incident investigations in addition to working enforcement.




  As officers in the unit, we were sent to a number of training opportunities, including advanced boat crash investigation from the Coast Guard and Underwriters Laboratories and training from the National Association of Boating Law Administrators.




  In 2001 I was promoted as a law enforcement supervisor to oversee the Recreational Safety Officer Unit. Having well-trained investigators in Iowa helped us reduce hunting-related shootings. Looking back, the impact Wisconsin DNR had on me became my life’s work and focus.




  The Wisconsin DNR inspired me to focus on hunting-related shootings. The late Homer Moe, Wisconsin conservation warden and Hunter Education Administrator, along with his team, created the initial science for these investigations. Homer and his team saw the need for specialized training to find out exactly how and why these hunting accidents were happening.




  Homer began his career as a Wisconsin state trooper from 1955 to 1961. His investigative work with the patrol inspired him take a closer look at each of the many deaths Wisconsin was having during the fall deer season.




  In 1987 I attended a four-day training session in Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin, put on by Wisconsin conservation wardens Homer Moe, Bill Hoyt, Bob Tucker, Larry Keith, Rick Wolf, Gary Homuth, and Bill Engfer. Craig Jackson, Rick McGeough, Randy Edwards, and I were all Iowa officers. We went back to Iowa and began investigating the hunting-related incidents that were taking place. Craig Jackson and I joined forces with four other Iowa officers assigned to the Recreational Safety Officer Unit. A curriculum was created based on the Wisconsin model, and every Iowa CO was trained.




  In 1993 Homer Moe asked me to assist him at Central Missouri State University (CMSU) in Warrensburg, Missouri, for the first Hunting Incident Investigation Academy. This was a collaboration of Homer Moe, Dr. Leanna Depue at the CMSU Safety Center, and Bob Staton of the Missouri Department of Conservation. At the time, Missouri was having a number of turkey-hunting incidents during their spring season and hoped to reduce them.




  The four-day course covered a number of topics, including managing the scene, locating evidence, ballistics, diagramming, photography, evidence collection, and report writing. This first academy brought together about twenty-eight wildlife officers from around the United States.




  The academy continued at CMSU until eventually we took it on the road, moving from Warrensburg, Missouri, to Lindenwood University near Troy, Missouri. The academy has since traveled to Connecticut, Florida, Georgia, Iowa, West Virginia, and back to Wisconsin. Over time the attendance has increased to include wildlife officers from the United States, Canada, Mexico, and South Africa. Academy participants have been commissioned, active wildlife officers, while the instructor cadre has comprised officers from Iowa, Missouri, New York, Georgia, Wisconsin, Connecticut, and Florida.




  The International Hunter Education Association has been the primary sponsor of the academy since its beginning back in 1993, and I am honored to say that I am the only instructor who has taught at every academy since its inception.




  States that have sent officers have had an amazing improvement in the quality of the data collected and incident reports generated. Each incident is now treated as a research project. The data collected is shared with Hunter Education administrators around the country. In turn, the curriculum development is adjusted based on the lessons learned from each incident. The data collected has also been used by wildlife agencies in their prevention efforts prior to specific hunting seasons.




  Notices in the annual Game Guide and press releases, TV, radio, websites, and social media efforts are all used to get the message out to remind hunters to be safe. With these efforts, the number of hunting-related incidents continues to decline and is at an all-time low.




  Shortly after the beginning of the academy, I met students Michael Van Durme of the New York Department of Environmental Conservation and Keith Byers of the Georgia Department of Natural Resources. It didn’t take long for the three of us to share our stories and passion for the “need to know.” Michael and Keith soon became academy instructors, sharing their passion, skill sets, and leadership with wildlife officers from all over. These talents, together with many case studies of investigations the three of us had worked from different parts of the country, helped us quickly move from mere colleagues to true friends.




  When I retired from the Iowa DNR in 2008, I began to consult on my own. Later that business blossomed into a consulting business when I joined forces with Michael and Keith as they retired from their respective agencies.




  During our individual careers, integrity had been an important factor in our daily lives. Our solid faith, along with our respect for one another, has made this an amazing and rewarding collaboration. When I called Michael and Keith about starting the business, they did not hesitate. Now we share our knowledge, skills, and experience as we provide a number of services to both agencies and individuals. We serve as subject matter experts, litigation support for hunting-related incidents and tree stand falls, public speakers, and now authors—all with the same intention of listening, working, and preventing hunting incidents.




  It’s been a long time since I heard the shots ring out from the car on those dark nights when I was a kid, but those memories laid the foundation for my work to this day!




  
INTRODUCTION OF KEITH BYERS





  AS A YOUNG BOY, THE OUTDOORS WAS MY PLAYGROUND. I QUICKLY became fascinated with all of nature, particularly the animals. And so my quest began.




  Shortly before I entered the first grade, I acquired my first BB gun. I had been born into a family of bird hunters, specifically bobwhite quail and mourning dove. It seemed only fitting that I follow in that same path. Just a little encouragement and direction—and that BB gun—and a hunter was born.




  Gun in hand, I hunted in the yards and woods around our home and my grandparents’ home in my preschool years. Nothing that crawled, flew, slithered, or walked was safe. This continued through my early school years, and when I entered the fifth grade, I was finally trusted with a .22 caliber rimfire rifle and a .410 shotgun. I felt as though I had stepped up to the big leagues.




  I never will forget the first gray squirrel I bagged; it was on my grandparents’ farm. I had been walking around the wood line of the pasture, and there sitting on an old stump was a squirrel. Trembling, I quickly raised the single-shot .22 to my shoulder, took aim, and fired. I can still taste the squirrel dumplings my grandmother cooked that night.




  These experiences as a youngster molded me into an outdoor person and gun advocate. When it came time for a career, I was at a loss for a couple of years. Then fate struck. I read an article about game wardens in Georgia Sportsman magazine. From that moment on, I made it my quest to become a game warden.




  Six months after my twenty-first birthday, that quest ended when I was hired by the Georgia Department of Natural Resources, Law Enforcement Section. I would learn how to hunt new quarry—one said to be the most dangerous animal on earth—man.




  I quickly learned how to apply my woodsman’s knowledge to the job of game warden. In addition to hunting animals, which I still loved doing in my time off, I was now hunting poachers.




  Early on I realized I would not be present when some of these violations of the law took place. Long before I went through my first investigative course, I began to notice that these lawbreakers would leave something at or take something away from a scene. Using this evidence, I began to piece cases together, much like a puzzle, to see what picture developed.




  There was huge satisfaction in figuring out one of these whodunits. The highlight was knocking on the door of a perpetrator and placing him under arrest. The look on the face of someone who had thought he had gotten off scot-free was indeed priceless.




  My talent in solving investigative cases did not go unnoticed in my department. Capt. Denny Hill, in particular, was aware of my growing talent and began sending me to a few investigative courses. These only made me thirsty for more and strive to be the best I could be.




  Before long I began instructing mandate classes at the Georgia Police Academy in “The Fundamentals of Investigation” and “Crime Scene Processing.” One evening in 1997, the course of my life and career changed forever. I received a telephone call; on the other end of the line was Capt. Denny Hill.




  Captain Hill had been assigned to a new position as Col. Joel Brown’s chief assistant. The colonel was organizing a new team of investigators that would investigate and reconstruct hunting and boating accidents across the state, and Captain Hill wanted to know if I would be interested in taking on this assignment. Corp. Eddie Hall would be joining me on the team, and the captain made it clear that there would be a lot of training involved. This was a dream come true; I cannot express the excitement I felt about this new assignment and opportunity.




  In 1998 two more team members and I, along with Corporal Hall, were sent to the Central Missouri State University in Warrensburg, Missouri, to attend the Hunting Incident Investigation Academy. This was a profound and eye-opening experience. What I learned during that course would alter the course of my life forever and set me on a career path that is still being realized today. There I met instructor Rod Slings and fellow student Mike Van Durme, and our friendship began.




  When my coworkers and I arrived back in Georgia, we immediately began applying our newly gained knowledge and investigative skills in the field. We relayed our information back to Colonel Brown, and we slowly began to change how hunting incident investigations were handled throughout the state. Thus the Critical Incident Reconstruction Team (CIRT) was born and immediately put to work. The deer season after we attended the national academy found us working several high-profile hunting incident cases, and we never looked back.




  Along the way I became supervisor of the CIRT, and the two-man team grew to four and then to seven. Over the years the team grew to a fifteen-man unit tasked with investigating and reconstructing the state’s most tragic hunting incidents and boating accidents.




  In 1999 I was sent to an International Hunter Education Conference in Buffalo, New York. There I met up with Rod Slings and Mike Van Durme again, and Rod asked if we would be interested in becoming instructors at the national academy. His request made another of my dreams come true, so of course my answer was, “Yes!” My first year as an instructor was in 2000 in Warrensburg, Missouri.




  After this academy class, the friendship between Rod, Mike, and me strengthened. Every subsequent class we instructed together only deepened our friendship and bond. We were all approaching retirement and all knew we did not want to give up our passion for hunting incident investigations just because we retired.




  Out of this passion and friendship, Hunting and Shooting Related Consultants, LLC, was born. I want to believe we have made a difference in the way these types of incidents are investigated across the United States and worldwide. It is our mission as instructors, investigators, and reconstructionists to continue to instruct game wardens, conservation rangers, and wildlife officers to share our passion on how to investigate and reconstruct a hunting incident scene properly. The information derived from these investigations goes a long way toward correcting safety concerns in the hunting world and provides justice where it is due. Our beloved sport of hunting and concern for all hunters demand no less.




  
INTRODUCTION OF MICHAEL VAN DURME





  

    My father was my teacher. But most importantly he was a great dad.




    —BEAU BRIDGES


  




  THE AMERICAN MODEL OF WILDLIFE OWNERSHIP AND MANAGEment is much different from most of the rest of the world. In the United States wildlife is owned by all the people, and with a proper license, and within the regulated seasons, all citizens are allowed to hunt. Proper training is required and there are many laws to regulate the dates and means and methods, but rich and poor alike are granted equal opportunities to hunt.




  In Europe, as in many other places, it is not that way and never has been. In times past, the lands and its inhabitants—both human and animal—were owned and controlled by the reigning ruler, or someone designated by the ruler, and while many places no longer have a monarchy or similar ruling system, wildlife is still owned and controlled by the landowner. In times both past and present, only the wealthy, the nobles, and the landowners have been allowed to hunt. Hunting was and is reserved for the upper classes alone. Gamekeepers were employed to manage the land and the wildlife but also to keep the common folk from taking game. Poaching, or unlawfully taking game, has been going on for as long as there have been rules to break.




  In 1905 in the town of Waarschoot, Belgium, a young man, Henry by name, made his living hunting the abundant wild hares that lived throughout the area. He got quite good at it and found a ready buyer at the butcher shop in the nearby town of Sleidinge, about four miles away. He also came to like the cute little redheaded daughter of the owner, which made his visits to the shop all the more pleasant.




  As often happens, the local gamekeeper eventually caught him. He was reminded, physically, that lower-class people were not allowed to hunt; only the wealthy landowners could. Henry was brought before the judge and given the standard sentence for poaching at the time. He was ordered to return to court in thirty days, when he would be put in jail for his crime. Instead of returning to court and going to jail, Henry gathered his meager possessions and boarded a boat to America to seek his fortune.




  Upon arriving in the land of opportunity, Henry found employment and saved all his money. In late 1910 he returned to Belgium to marry that cute little red-haired girl from the butcher shop. Henry Van Durme and Clara Martens were married in Belgium in January 1911. They found passage aboard the RMS Mauritania and arrived at Ellis Island, New York, the next month. They first moved to Rochester, New York, and soon took up residence in the nearby valley town of Dansville as farmers. They settled in to grow grapes on the east hill of the valley.




  They would go on to have eleven children, one of whom was my dad, Nicholas. Henry continued to hunt and taught all his boys to hunt as well. A local newspaper article about their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary described my grandparents as two of “the most thrifty, prosperous and patriotic citizens in the valley” despite the fact that (or because of it) they had continued to make and sell wine throughout Prohibition.




  When my grandmother first told me this story, I was in awe. I barely knew my grandfather, as he passed away when I was eight years old, but knowing he was a poacher, a hunter, an adventurer, and a romantic who returned across the ocean to claim his young love made him a hero in my eyes.




  I was proud of my heritage as an outdoorsman, and right out of college I started working at the Department of Environmental Conservation’s Bureau of Wildlife Management, waiting to take the test to become a conservation officer or game warden. At this time I met Frank Ely, chief of the conservation officers, who had been around for a long time and knew just about everyone. When I introduced myself, his ears perked up. “Van Durme?” He asked which one of the Van Durme boys my dad was, and I told him it was Nick.




  He smiled and said that while he had arrested most of the Van Durme boys, he had never arrested Nick. He spoke highly of my grandmother. Anytime he stopped by the house, he would say, “Clara, I am going to need Dick (or Phil, Ray, John, etc.) and the deer (pheasant, rabbit, etc.) he shot.”




  My grandmother would think for a minute and then send one child off to fetch the poached animal and another to fetch the poacher of the day. Warden Ely would tell her he needed twenty-five dollars for the fine and then take the child, one of my not-quite-yet uncles, off to see the judge. After a bit he would return with the errant hunter and often leave the poached animal behind, knowing it would be eaten.




  Captain Ely was happy to tell me that he never got any grief, games played, or lies with these encounters. He could testify that the Van Durmes were stand-up people who respected the law—even if they did break it once in a while.




  When I became an environmental police officer, I remembered that conversation and tried to give every person the chance to stand up and account for his or her actions. Most of the time, if given the chance, people were honest and admitted they made a mistake. If I treated them with respect, they ended our contact by shaking my hand and saying, “Thanks.” I always considered that handshake a sign that I was doing a good job.




  But in too many cases violators are not normally upright people who made a mistake. They are people who decide to lie, cheat, and steal for their personal gain and pleasure. These are the people whose capture requires real investigative police work. These are the people who, even when caught in the act, will lie and blame others. You needed to put together an ironclad case to convict these criminals, but I never minded the work. In fact, these were the ones I got the most pleasure from catching and convicting.




  I read every book I could find and volunteered to go to every class I could, including Fingerprinting, Interview and Interrogation, Written Statement Analysis, Crime Scene Photography, and Evidence Collection. I also volunteered to teach these skills to new recruits, as nothing forces you to become better at a skill that having to teach it to others. Through this ongoing process, I came to attend the National Hunting Incident Academy in Missouri, where I met and became fast friends with Rod Slings and Keith Byers. Over the years we became co-instructors at the academy, eventual business partners, and now cowriters of the book.




  And while my grandfather may have come to this country because he broke the law, I know his blood and legacy run through my veins. With every step I take, every conviction I was and am a part of, and every story I tell, I know I do both him and my father proud.




  
INTRODUCTION





  THANK YOU, AND WELCOME TO OUR COLLECTION OF SHORT STORIES based on actual investigations we have supervised, investigated, consulted on, and/or reviewed. The names and places have been changed to protect those involved in these cases, but the details have not.




  The intent of this book is to share actual events that took place, to learn from these events, and to continue to enhance the prevention of hunting-related incidents. As a result of thorough investigations by us and other trained investigators around the country, and by learning from the information collected, hunting remains safe and is getting safer every year. Sharing this information with you and the vast army of over fifty-seven thousand noble volunteers who teach hunter education only helps to increase hunter safety.




  This is not an antihunting book and is certainly not intended to scare anyone away from hunting. We, the authors, are all active and dedicated hunters. We share and pass on our knowledge, skills, and experiences of hunting with family, friends, and those who want to learn safe and ethical hunting methods. By sharing our experiences with you, the readers, it is our hope that the lessons we learned continue to educate and impact the decisions of current and future hunters.




  Our families and friends have always been curious about our work and regularly asked us to tell our stories. Our passion for hunting and our investigative skills make these sometimes tragic stories unique.




  If you are a CSI buff and love to read mystery novels, whether you hunt or not, these stories will tug at your heartstring. They will bring you to tears or laughter as a result of the decisions people make. You will find these true-life, human-interest stories to be unlike any others you have read. After reading our stories, you likely will look at the definition of the word “accident” differently than you did before. As you see each story unfold, you should ask yourself, How could this be prevented? We have included “Lessons Learned” with every story to help you understand how the incident could have been prevented.




  Each story will differ based on the landscape, the species of the game animal, and the state of mind of the hunters involved, as well as their age or experience. What they all have in common is that one day a person went hunting, alone or with friends, and on that day their life changed forever.




  1




  The First Time I Got Shot . . .




  

    The hardest thing to see is what is in front of your eyes.




    —JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE


  




  THE FIRST TIME I GOT SHOT, I WAS SURPRISED. IT HAPPENED SO fast, and, like everyone else, I thought it would never happen to me.




  Through most of my career I have been a police officer and a firearms instructor. I also taught Street Survival. I was well trained in the proper use of firearms, as well as when and how to respond with deadly physical force. Early in my career I rarely had to draw my sidearm. I remember the first time distinctly: Two vicious dogs and a homeless man with a brick attacked me, and I pulled my gun as a deterrent—it worked.




  I was also careful to always practice good situational awareness, always very conscious of who had a firearm and where it was pointed. As a conservation officer, I knew that every hunter and fisherman I checked would have at least one knife, and many would have firearms. I was sure I would always be able to see trouble coming and be able to respond properly to protect myself and anyone else—or so I thought.




  I was on patrol as a New York State environmental conservation police officer when I got the complaint—someone was using a rifle to hunt ducks on one of the State Wildlife Management Areas near me. Anyone hunting ducks in July, with a rifle, was a different call indeed, and I was anxious to catch the poacher in the act.




  When I got to the area, I found a car parked near the dike of a large impoundment. As I got out of my patrol car, I clearly heard a gunshot from a long way into the marsh and saw a flock of ducks take to the air, confirming what had been reported.




  The challenge was to catch the poachers in the act before they could destroy any evidence. I didn’t waste time putting on hip boots; I just hurried across the hummocks and through the cattails in the direction of the shots. I could stay out of the water most of the time, but often there was no choice but to wade knee-deep through the muck as I stalked closer. They were clearly moving, probably in a canoe, and soon I got close enough to study them through my binoculars.




  Sure enough, there was a canoe with older men in the bow and stern, along with a younger boy in the middle. While I was glad to see the youngster was wearing a bright orange life jacket, I still needed to investigate the shots. They had .22 rifles and were paddling along and then raising their rifles to shoot at . . . frogs!




  Now the shots made sense! It was indeed frog season, and they were just hunting frogs. The person calling in the complaint had heard the shots, seen the ducks fly away, and just assumed someone was hunting ducks.




  I understood the confusion. Frog hunting was not real popular in this area to begin with, and most frog hunters used spears rather than firearms. I found myself getting excited—I had never checked a frog hunter before.




  According to New York state law, you can only hunt frogs from sunrise to sunset; and as it was getting close to sunset, I could tell they were headed back toward their car. I decided to circle around to the road and check their licenses when they came ashore.




  But I was not ready to give myself away just yet. I stayed just over the back side of the dike, out of sight, in case they had something to hide. Soon they were paddling across the open water toward my position. As they drew closer, I stepped on top of the dike, about fifteen feet above the water line.




  I had my Stetson tipped smartly forward, hands on my hips, with the fiery sun just beginning to set behind me. Anyone watching would have been impressed by such a striking sight!




  The occupants of the canoe continued toward me. When they were about thirty yards away, the gentleman in the front put his paddle down and slowly raised his rifle in my direction. A little shocked by his unexpected actions, I just stood there, looking at him and wondering, What the heck is he doing?




  I wasn’t afraid at all—nobody would just up and shoot at the game warden. All of a sudden there was a bang and a zip past my left ear! Before I could even react, I was brought to my knees, seeing stars and grabbing my ear, which now hurt like heck!




  I pulled my hand away and there was blood! What the?! I couldn’t believe it—Hey! He just shot me . . . in the ear!




  They could certainly see me now as I quickly jumped up and ordered them to shore. As they beached the canoe, I grabbed their rifles, first from the man in the front of the canoe and then from the one in the back. I told them to stand aside and then I informed the man in the front that he had just shot me!




  I demanded both their hunting and driver’s licenses. With those in hand, I walked down the bank, headed back to my car, and got on the radio to call for backup. I was able to get in touch with my partner, who was not far away. I told him where I was and that I had just been shot. My attempts to reach the state police were unsuccessful.




  After making those quick calls, I checked my ear again. Although it still hurt, the bleeding had almost stopped. By the luck of genes and Godly design, I have unattached earlobes; apparently the bullet just ripped through the end of my lobe.




  At the same moment, though, I was struck by the thought that this bullet had passed within an inch of my carotid artery! If I had attached earlobes, or if the bullet was just one inch closer, I could have been dead!




  I also realized that the shooter must have seen a frog at the edge of the water in front of me. When he shot at the frog the bullet ricocheted off the water and hit my ear. He hadn’t looked up and hadn’t seen me, despite my being in plain sight on top of the dike, just a short distance away. I was just above his line of sight.




  I finally got through to the state police via my radio. I explained where I was, that I had been shot, and that I needed to run a file check on the firearms. I was giving them the make, caliber, and serial numbers as my partner arrived. When he stepped out of the car, I was pleased to see he was wearing the new bulletproof vest he had just been issued. I was junior to him, so my vest would be delivered later, but even if I had it, it could not have protected my ear.




  The state police radio response to my request was unexpected, to say the least. Apparently the rifle that had been used to shoot me had been stolen—in Los Angeles! This put a whole new spin on everything. My partner and I went back up the dike to question the hunters and get to the bottom of this stolen rifle report.




  After informing the shooter of the charges being considered against him, the guy became indignant.




  He said, “You can’t accuse me of shooting you! I have been hunting for almost fifty years and never shot anybody!”




  I responded that the goal in hunting is to go your whole life without shooting anybody! Having a perfect record for fifty years did not give anyone permission to shoot anybody, much less me!




  He became even more upset when I informed him that his .22 was apparently stolen. He insisted he had purchased it new in Pennsylvania about thirty years ago and had owned it ever since. Taking a look at the gun, I agreed it did look to be about thirty years old, but the information from our statewide criminal database reported it as stolen. We returned to the car to follow up on that important detail and finally got the troopers to call LAPD for more information.




  It turned out that the stolen rifle was actually a newer model Winchester bolt action, while the one I was holding was an older model Winchester pump action. Apparently Winchester had just reused the serial number. The NYSPIN computer database only records the make, caliber, and serial number, not the model number, so the “stolen” claim was an honest mistake.




  I formally charged the shooter with Assault, Reckless Endangerment, and Discharging a Firearm across a Roadway, as the bullet that hit my ear had continued on across the road behind me. Obviously not happy with these charges, the shooter explained he was the head of a statewide sportsman’s group!




  “Shouldn’t that count for something?” he asked.




  I told him he should ask all his members if being their leader made it okay to shoot a game warden.




  When I met with my boss the next day, he was not exactly happy; he thought I had been a little heavy-handed with the charges. However, he would support me and we would see what the courts would do. But he made it quite clear that he did not want me to file a hunting accident report. After all, I was “not really shot that bad.”




  It was now my turn to be unhappy. I was frustrated with his decision but had to concur. After all, in those days the report was just two pages long, and we really did not put a lot of effort into filling them out. A hunting accident report was more of a data collection form for the Hunter Education Program run by the State of New York. Most states followed similar protocols. Even though the law required all other police agencies to report all hunting accidents to us, most agencies did not. As a result, we would often read about hunting accidents as reported in the newspaper, many days after the incident.




  When he appeared in court, the hunter was allowed to plead to lesser charges, but his hunting license was suspended for two years and he was ordered to retake the Hunter Education course before he could buy another license.




  While I was told not to take the time to fill out a report on the shooting, the shooter took the time to file a personnel complaint against me. In the complaint he listed several grievances: I had been hiding in the cattails when I was shot; therefore, it was my fault. My partner had shown up wearing a flak jacket. The shooter had been accused of having stolen the rifle when in fact it was not stolen. Perhaps worst of all—I had yelled at them.




  After a brief internal investigation, it was determined that only the last charge might have been true, and all my bosses agreed it might be okay to yell at someone, especially after he shot you.




  My first personal experience as a victim of a hunting accident made for some good cocktail stories and office banter, but it also started a real fire within me; it created a passion for the truth that was to be fueled again and again.




  Knowing how frustrated I felt, as a professional I knew we needed to do better when we responded to these incidents for everyone else—other law officers, hunters, and innocent bystanders. I also knew I never wanted to be shot again—even if was just a nick to one of my too-long ears!




  Lessons Learned




  

    •Identify your target and what is beyond it. The frog hunter saw what he was hunting for but never took the time to look beyond that target to see if it was safe to fire in that direction. I was in plain sight just beyond his target.

  




  

    •Never shoot at anything unless you are sure you have a safe backstop. There was a road just over the dike, in the direct line of fire. The shooter was too caught up in the excitement of the shot to ensure the safety of the shot.

  




  

    •Bullets can ricochet off water, so be very careful when shooting toward water. Shooting straight down at a frog will not result in a ricochet, but shooting across the water at a low angle will almost always cause a ricochet.

  




  2




  A Trip to a Local Sporting Goods Store Brings Back Vivid Memories




  

    The pain of parting is nothing to the joy of meeting again.




    —CHARLES DICKENS


  




  FREQUENTING SPORTING GOODS STORES TO PURCHASE TACTICAL gear for an upcoming training academy is something pretty common in my work investigating hunting incidents. But bumping into someone who has any familiarity with a specific incident is not common—at all.




  During one shopping expedition, I approached the checkout counter with the items I needed. The older lady at the cash register asked if I had found everything okay.




  Taking a look at what I had laid out, she then said, “Haven’t I seen these items before?”




  I told her I was a retired wildlife law enforcement supervisor and was using the items for an upcoming training. I went on to explain that my specialty was investigating hunting incidents and that I had a consulting business with two partners from other states. I told her our business provided litigation support, we could be called as subject matter experts, and that we also trained wildlife officers in hunting incident investigation techniques.




  Her face brightened at my explanation. She said, “Oh, my husband had a hunting accident about twenty years ago. He was very lucky the gun didn’t go off.”




  She went on to say, “Two wildlife officers came to the hospital to interview him about the accident.”




  I immediately pointed under my chin and asked, “Is this where the injury was?”




  She was a bit surprised. “Why, yes!”




  I responded, “I investigated a case where the hunter slipped and fell on the muzzle of his 20-gauge shotgun barrel; acting much like an ‘apple corer,’ it entered under his chin and thrust up into his sinuses.”




  With a puzzled look on her face, she looked me over and then exclaimed, “Yes! That was my husband!”




  I reminded her that the accident had happened south of there about forty miles and that he had two sons with him.




  She shook her head in agreement. “Yes, our son and grandson were hunting with him.”




  Her memories stirred my own. It was late January, and the father, son, and grandson were quail hunting in the southern part of the state when the incident occurred. The ground was covered with snow, and a recent ice storm had coated the snow with a slick, hard crust. The group had split up after a covey break and were searching for the individual quail that had scattered.




  The father was walking up a steep hill. Due to the icy, slick conditions, he sometimes was using the fence to pull himself up the hill. He was using a “two-handed carry,” where the 20-gauge shotgun is held in a vertical position, when all of a sudden he slipped.




  As he fell to his knees, the muzzle slipped under his chin. He was quickly impaled as the muzzle was driven up and in by the force of his fall.




  The shotgun’s barrel went up into his throat at such a specific degree that it barely missed his spinal cord. Fortunately, the impact of the butt of the shotgun hitting the hard ground did not cause the gun to discharge. The safety was on, and it worked! However, his wound was pretty severe, and he began to bleed profusely.




  When he attempted to yell, not much sound came out due to the location of the injury. Luckily his son and grandson thought they heard something just over the hill and walked toward the sound. They saw him on the slick hillside, lying in pool of blood, which was soaking the snow. They worked their way to his side to render aid and used a cell phone to call 911.




  Due to the remote location, rescue seemed to take forever, but he was eventually flown to the nearest trauma center, where he underwent several surgeries to repair the damage caused by the muzzle.




  His wife, the cashier who just happened to wait on me, told me that after one of his surgeries, she spent the night at his bedside. When she woke up, his hospital bed was covered in blood and his skin was very cold to the touch. She ran out to the nurses’ station and summoned help.




  Soon about nine doctors and nurses were in the room working on him due to the large amount of blood loss. He survived but did lose sight in one eye, as the shotgun muzzle had severed the optic nerve.




  I was pleased to hear that he was living a comfortable life with his family and very thankful the outcome had not been worse.




  I left the store thinking about coincidences of running into someone directly related to an incident from my own past, and the providence that this incident had ended well for all.




  Lessons Learned




  

    •Always keep the safety finger out of the trigger guard until you are ready to fire.

  




  

    •When on difficult or steep terrain, always unload your firearm.

  




  

    •The “carry” you choose to use is very important. A two-handed carry is a good carry; however, always remember that holding the firearm in a horizontal position allows the firearm to point left or right—away from your body but possibly in the direction of another hunter. Never point the muzzle toward your hunting companions when using this carry.

  




  

    •Many hunters use a “sling” on their firearm. In this case, a sling would have allowed the hunter to use both hands to pull himself up the hill. Even so, it is prudent to unload the firearm, even with a sling, especially on difficult terrain. This type of injury would not have happened if either of these options had been practiced.

  




  3




  He Loved His Boys




  

    Tragedy makes you grow up.




    —JANE CAMPION


  




  TOM WAS TOTALLY COMMITTED TO HIS FAMILY, HIS JOB, HIS OLD black Lab, Holly, and, yes, hunting. He was a member of several hunting-related organizations and contributed much of his time to his passion for the great outdoors. He planned to raise his two boys, Jake, age eleven, and Brian, eight, with the same principles. In fact, Tom could not wait to introduce his boys to hunting. He had worked with both of them at a friend’s farm, shooting the 20 gauge shotguns he had bought each of them shortly after their births. Jake was big for his age and caught on quickly. Due to Brian’s size and age, he was struggling with the shotgun’s recoil, even when the shotgun was rested on the shooting bench. Nevertheless, Tom felt the boys were ready for their first hunt.




  It was late in January, and quail season wouldn’t close until the end of the month. They lived in the northern part of the state and had to drive about four hours south to reach quail country. Tom had hunted this farm a number of times over the years and knew the boys would have a chance to get a shot at a quail, so he called ahead to get permission to hunt.




  Early on Saturday, Dad and the boys were all dressed in their camouflage, head to toe. The boys kissed their mother good-bye. Her last words were “Please, be careful!”




  They loaded up the family SUV, along with Holly the Lab, and headed south on their great new adventure. Both the boys and Holly slept most of the way on the long drive. Once they reached the farm, they checked in with the farmer and talked about the best place to find a covey of quail. The boys couldn’t wait to get started. The farmer opened the gate, and then Dad and the boys drove down into the field where some wooded drainage draws were located between the picked cornfields.




  As they got out of the SUV and uncased their guns, Dad gave them “the safety talk” about keeping their guns pointed in a safe direction and keeping the safety on. Then Dad, Holly, and the boys began their hunt. They followed Holly as she worked back and forth in front of them, sniffing the ground like she had for many years before.




  As they approached a large brush pile about six feet tall and twenty feet across, Dad could tell Holly was getting “birdy.” She knew there must be quail hiding in this large pile of dead trees and brush. As they gathered around, Holly began sticking her nose into the pile. Dad told the boys to get ready.




  Jake took his safety off, as did Brian. Dad walked up to where Holly was and gave the pile a kick—nothing happened. Suddenly, Holly ran around to the backside of the pile.




  Once again, Dad asked, “Are you ready boys? There’s got to be birds in here!”




  Dad followed Holly around the pile. Once again Holly stuck her nose into the pile. Immediately a quail exploded up, flying near Holly and then up and straight toward Brian. Brian had his gun raised already and boom! He shot at the quail, missing it. The quail had flown right toward him.




  It just so happened that Dad was directly across the brush pile when Brian took the shot. Due to Brian’s height, the height of the brush pile, and Dad being in full camouflage, Brian could not see where his father was. With that single shot, Dad was struck with one pellet that entered his right eye, passed through his brain, and severed his brain stem.




  Dad went down. Hearing the crash of his body, the boys ran to see if he was okay, only to find his lifeless body.




  Jake said, “I’ll go get the farmer; you stay here with Dad!” Jake ran as fast as he could.




  Brian began to sob, trying desperately to wake his dad up. Jake found the farmer, who called the ambulance. The first responders arrived and attempted to save Dad’s life. It was too late. That single pellet had cut Dad’s brain stem, ending his life.
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“The cdptivating stories in this Book. explore the bn-fhé-grolind?éalnljl
of hunting accidents, lifting the reader to a new level of awareness.

Blood on the Leaves teaches us how minor departures from the safety code of
the hunt have unleashed devastating consequences on bothvictim and shooter.”
—|im Posewitz, founder of Orion—The Hunter’s. Institute
and author of Beyond Fair Chase
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