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FOREWORD

It may seem odd that I would be the one to write the Foreword to this book. After all, I don’t know the Benoits.

Oh, I shared seminar billing with the family patriarch, Larry, at shows in the late 1970s and have been in the audience at a few Benoit presentations over the years, but we don’t really know each other personally. I do, however, know who they are and what they are through the book Big Bucks the Benoit Way. Published in 1998, it sold better than any deer book that Krause Publications has ever printed.

It requires only minor literary license to call the Benoits deer hunting legends. They are a singular breed of New Englanders with a fascinating story to tell. The popularity of that book, however, came largely from how the story was told by its author, Bryce Towsley.

Bryce was a logical choice to write that book and this one. He is a fellow Vermonter and a veteran deer hunter, so he is familiar with the “where” and “how” of the Benoit Way. He is also a truly professional writer with a conversational style that is easy to read while at the same time being informative and entertaining. He is a master not only of the “how-to” but also of the “how-it-was.”

He’s also my best friend.

We first met when Bryce was still a part-time writer making his actual living in retail. When he subsequently closed the business and became a full-time freelance writer, he would come to me for advice and guidance, since I’d been living that life for a while already.

I was glad to help and, from those beginnings, have had a ringside seat as Bryce shot past my station and steadily ascended the ladder into this industry’s major leagues. Today, he is a field editor and/or columnist for the top six shooting and/or hunting magazines in the country. Needless to say, I now go to him for advice.

The circumstances of this business have afforded us the opportunity to experience and savor the outdoors on a broader plane than most folks. But while Bryce and I have shared countless hunting camps, hotel rooms, rental cars, close calls, and bottles of Jack Daniels, our personal escapades are, undoubtedly, interesting only to us.

A rarity among modern outdoor writers, Bryce is dedicated, conscientious, truly experienced, and genuinely knowledgeable. His books on rifles and muzzleloaders are veritable textbooks on the subjects, written in such a way that you didn’t even know you were being educated.

This is a guy who is passionate about what he does and how he does it. You never have to wonder what Bryce is thinking; he wears it on his sleeve and is quite willing to tell you about it. He wants things done the right way and is willing to step forward and face the heat. At the same time, this otherwise intense man regularly passes up prime assignments to take his kids, Erin and Nathan, on hunting or fishing trips.

Above all, he takes pride in what he does and wants to leave a legacy. And this book is yet another step toward that eventuality.

Dave Henderson

March 2003
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Bryce M. Towsley shot this 8-point Texas whitetail with a prototype Thompson Center Contender G2 in 2001. Bryce M. Towsley photo.


INTRODUCTION

There is something in the human psyche that causes us to focus on the memories of any “first” in our lives. We all remember our first kiss, our first car, or our first whitetail buck. As a writer, it is inevitable that prominent on my personal list of “firsts” would be my first book.

These “firsts” are milestones in our lives and they serve as a measure of how life is unfolding. Right or wrong, they are symbols of our successes and our failures. They mark the progress of our lives and are either proud trophies or shameful reminders of what could have been. I think that while we all want any “first” to be a wonderful memory, the reality is that those memories are often haunted with the echoes of disaster. After all, it’s our first time at these things. How can we expect to get it right, let alone perfect?

Maybe sometimes we just get lucky.

My first book was by any measure a success and, in the final analysis, it was truly a good and successful event in my life.

That book was Big Bucks the Benoit Way. It was published in 1998 and has gone on to become the bestselling whitetail hunting book in history.
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A typical buck pole after a season of tracking by the Benoits. Benoit Brothers photo.

You can find it on websites or in bookstores now, in trade paper, from Skyhorse Publishing.

Five years later I wrote this, my second book with the Benoits.

As it was with Big Bucks the Benoit Way, the challenge was primarily on me. The Benoits are incredible deer hunters, of that there is no dispute. They have an infinite storehouse of whitetail hunting knowledge locked in their heads, but extracting it is like mining for gold while drilling through solid granite. To say it is difficult would be an understatement of historic, perhaps even Biblical, proportions. It would be a challenge for me to “mine” their knowledge and turn it into words that made at least a little sense to the reader. But I knew that when I signed on and I was confident I could succeed.

However, the greater and more troubling challenge was, how would I follow the first book? When I started Big Bucks the Benoit Way, I wanted it to be the best and most comprehensive book on tracking whitetail deer in existence.

The question loomed: How do I tackle the same subject matter again without being too repetitive and without stealing from the soul of the first book? I didn’t want just another “second book” that would cash in on the success of the first while cheating the reader of any genuinely new material. As an avid reader myself, I have collected far too many of those and I know the dirty feeling of having been swindled that follows the last chapter.

My challenge was to write a book that was as good as or better than the first. I wanted this to be a book that could stand on its own legs and still be a faithful companion to Big Bucks the Benoit Way. In that light, it had to not only provide information on the Benoit way of hunting, but it also must contain new and worthwhile information. This new book would have to dig deeper into the heart and soul of the Benoit way of deer hunting. If Big Bucks the Benoit Way was the textbook of the basics, this book should be the advanced study.

Larry Benoit was almost eighty years old when I wrote this book and had retired from the limelight. He just wanted to make knives and hunt deer. So the book deals with the next generation of Benoits, the Benoit Brothers as they call themselves: Lanny, Shane, and Lane.

They took the Benoit style of deer hunting and infused it with new thinking, new technology, and new enthusiasm. When working on the book, I came up with the catch tag Hunt Smarter, Not Harder. That went on to become the motto for the Benoit Brothers and it epitomizes the concept of this book.

This book is not just for trackers. The success of the Benoit family spawns from far more than just simple deer hunting skill and knowledge. Much of the secret to their success is founded in their approach and attitude about deer hunting and in their single-minded focus and drive to succeed. This is a book that explores those success-driving themes again and again. It explains why they are important if you want to bend the game pole with big-bodied whitetail bucks, while offering advice on how readers can adapt them to their own style of hunting to achieve that goal.

Part of the mandate I imposed on myself when accepting the contract for the book was that I wanted to include whitetail hunting information that would be useful to anybody who hunts deer. Without question, the book would need to focus on tracking big bucks in the snow; after all, that is the “Benoit Way.” But I also wanted to include information that would help deer hunters shoot big bucks no matter what their hunting style and no matter where they hunt. There is a lot of information in the book that will prove useful to not only trackers, but to any whitetail hunters.

As with Big Bucks the Benoit Way, Benoit Bucks has endured. It was available in hardcover from 2003 to 2016, which is a very long time for a hunting book.

Now it’s being reintroduced in softcover for a new generation of readers. That’s a strong tribute for a hunting book and proof that the Benoit style of hunting big whitetails is timeless.

This is in all probability the last book about hunting deer with the Benoits. Larry Benoit passed away on October 16, 2013, at the age of eighty-nine. Lane Benoit left us February 12, 2015, at the age of sixty.

Shane and Lanny are still hunting, but are slowing down from the business of hunting and making fewer personal appearances. Besides, half of the Benoit franchise has left us and they took the magic with them. The Beatles would never be the same without John and George and so too will the Benoits never be quite the same without Larry and Lane.

The good news though is that with this book, Benoit Bucks, along with its predecessor, Big Bucks the Benoit Way, the Benoit legacy and their style of hunting big woods lunker whitetails lives on forever.

Bryce M. Towsley

March 8, 2016


SECTION ONE

THE BENOITS
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AN INTRODUCTION TO THE BENOIT BROTHERS

When it comes to deer hunting, for many years the Benoit name has primarily been associated with Larry Benoit. This legendary buck tracker was well known throughout the whitetail-hunting world for his ability to track down and shoot huge northern whitetail deer.

Larry probably became the first true whitetail deer hunting celebrity in America when he rose to fame just before the whitetail deer hunting boom took off, and he rode that fame throughout the early years. The book he did with Peter Miller in 1975, How to Bag the Biggest Buck of Your Life, is a whitetail-hunting classic. It’s been long out of print and used copies are selling for “big bucks” if you are lucky enough to find one for sale.

Larry was a big part of my first book, Big Bucks the Benoit Way, but astute readers will note that unlike How to Bag the Biggest Buck of Your Life, Big Bucks The Benoit Way dealt with the entire Benoit deer hunting family, rather than Larry alone. While Larry has earned the well-deserved reputation for deer hunting that he has long enjoyed, the acorn doesn’t fall far from the tree as they say, and three of his four sons are also serious deer hunters.

As each generation picks up the banner, they learn from the last and apply their own thinking and experience to take it to the next level. Larry gave credit to his father, Leo, for being a great deer tracker and for teaching him how it’s done. Larry learned all he could from his father and added a lifetime of his own hunting to that knowledge; then he continued that tradition by teaching his own sons how to track whitetail bucks. Now they have added their own life experiences to that knowledge and have taken deer tracking to the next level. While it may be a source of argument, I’ll stick my neck out and state here that I think they may well have evolved into even better deer hunters and collectively they are probably the three best whitetail deer hunters alive today.

All things must end and it has come time for the torch to pass from Larry to the next generation of Benoit deer hunters. Larry was almost 80 years old and still whitetail hunting when he shot his best-racked buck ever in 2001.

The book you now hold in your hands is about the next generation of Benoits: Lanny, Lane, and Shane—the “Benoit Brothers.” In the pages of this book, you will learn about how they hunt and how they have adapted to the changing world of whitetail deer hunting. You will also learn a little about who they are and what makes them tick, both as both deer hunters and as men.
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The Benoit Brothers—Shane, Lanny, and Lane, from left to right—with their father, Larry, after a successful season. Benoit Brothers photo.
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CHAPTER ONE

Lanny

“Lanny is a phenom,” Shane says with obvious sibling pride. “Anything he decides he is going to do, he will excel at it.”

From what I can see, that’s not just idolizing his big brother; it’s true. Lanny really is a phenomenal guy and I believe he is the best whitetail deer hunter alive today. He hunts in the toughest places and with some of the most difficult methods, and still manages to take the best bucks in the area almost with ease.

Lanny will look a long time to find an exceptionally large track before seriously hunting. This makes a huge difference in the trophy quality of his bucks. Over the past several years, the average dressed weight of his bucks has consistently been more than 240 pounds.

One story that I think illustrates this point well almost didn’t make the cut for this book. Lanny was worried that he would be thought of as a game hog if I told it here and felt strongly I should not. But what he did was completely legal and is just too good to leave out. However, I will say that Lanny is not happy about it appearing here. He really is a rather humble guy and worries about the image he projects in the deer hunting industry. So it’s with his reservations and at my insistence that this story is being told. Please take it in the spirit I intend to convey–that is, to illustrate how phenomenally good he is at hunting whitetail deer–and not to brag about how many bucks he can kill.

They were hunting in an area that allows “party hunting,” where hunters can fill each other’s tags, so one hunter shooting multiple deer is legal. There was a cameraman filming for video, and as he usually does, Lanny had been keeping his finger off the trigger in order to drag out the season a little longer. But that’s not how videos are produced and the cameraman started to complain. It’s been my experience that cameramen in general like to complain and they tend to do it a lot, but in this case, he actually had a point. They had been at it for a couple of weeks and they didn’t have a single kill shot. It may be subject to some ideological debate, but the undeniable truth known by any video producer is that the kill scenes sell the tape. Without them, you might as well be filming a grade school Christmas pageant and trying to pawn that off as a deer hunting video. It’s easier and the sales results will be about the same. So this guy was starting to complain about Lanny not shooting and with good reason. They were paying him to produce a deer hunting video, and he needed the material to do it right.

The conditions for tracking were not good, with old snow that was crusty and very noisy, but Lanny finally had listened enough to realize the guy had a point.

“Fine,” he said. “Starting tomorrow, we are hunting for the camera.”

Over the course of the next four days, and while hunting on public land, Lanny shot three trophy whitetail bucks. All of them dressed more than 200 pounds and every single one had what any honest deer hunter would call trophy-quality antlers. Every kill was filmed and anybody who has ever worked with a video crew while hunting will tell you that the degree of difficulty is elevated exponentially by adding a camera to the mix. Most guys film their deer hunts from treestands; doing it the “Benoit Way” puts the filming difficulty factor someplace far off the charts. I have met most of the big-name, famous whitetail hunters in the industry and, while some are a joke, most are outstanding deer hunters who have my respect and admiration. However, I am confident in saying that I don’t know another person who could have done what Lanny did on demand. But like anybody who is truly great at something, he made it look easy.

Lanny decided to take up skeet shooting years ago. “My goal was to win the state championship,” he told me. Most shooters will work for decades at something like that, even in a small state like Vermont. It only took Lanny two years.
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Lanny Benoit. Bryce M. Towsley photo.

He decided to become a snowmobile racer, and starting with a few barnyard races, he ended up a dominant force at the world championships and setting a record for the most wins in a weekend. He was so good that he was embarrassing the big-time nationally sponsored teams, so Ski-Doo put him on the payroll. Lanny went on to win 12 world championships, 19 world series titles, and endless points titles in multiple circuits during his 19-year snowmobile racing career.

Today Lanny, along with his son Landon (a champion drag-racing competitor himself), builds high-performance engines for snowmobile drag racing. They have an international reputation and enjoy a huge demand for their products. These are engines that cost thousands of dollars, but may only have a few hours or less of working life and no guarantees. Yet high-level racing enthusiasts seek them out for the simple reason that they win.

Lanny has been married to his wife, Lynn, for 28 years. They have three boys, including Landon, who is also Lanny’s favorite hunting buddy. Landon recently had a son named Tagen, making Lanny a grandfather.
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Landon Benoit. Bryce M. Towsley photo.

Lanny has a dry and often subtle sense of humor that is a hit with the seminar crowds. He is good-natured and a lot of fun to hunt with. And like he says, every time you head out the camp door with him, it’s likely to be an adventure!


I asked Lanny to share some of his most memorable deer hunting stories and here are but a few of the many hunting tales he told me.
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Lanny & Landon Benoit on the track in New Hampshire 2002. Bryce M. Towsley photo.

ADVANCING THE LEGEND

“I was in this restaurant/bar in Stratton, Maine, when somebody recognized me,” Lanny told me as we were bumping down a rutted logging road in northern New Hampshire in Casper, his friendly Suburban. “Pretty soon a crowd had gathered and we were all talking deer hunting. Everybody was telling me how their season was going and when we got to this one guy, he was crying the blues. He had experienced just about everything that could go wrong and he wasn’t even seeing deer. So I asked him what caliber gun he was shooting.

“‘Why, a 270 Winchester, of course,’ he said. ‘The same as you.’

“‘Just a minute,’ I told him. ‘Wait here, I might have something in the truck that will help.’

“I went out to the parking lot and got my gun belt. I brought it in, laid it out on the table and started looking over all the cartridges in the belt with a puzzled look on my face.

“‘One of these is a magic cartridge,’ I said, ‘but I can’t remember which one it is.’ I picked and poked at the cartridges in the belt, pulling out one then another, looking them over and shaking my head at each one before putting it back. Then I finally picked one near the center of the belt and took it out. I handed the guy the 270 Winchester cartridge, and amid the laughter of everybody there, I told him, ‘This is a magic cartridge. Its destiny is to kill a 200-pound Maine buck. I was saving it for myself, but I already got my deer. I don’t think they keep from year to year so you might as well have it.’

“The next night, I was in that place eating again when the guy came sliding sideways into the parking lot, throwing gravel and dust into the air, blowing his horn and yelling out the window. Wouldn’t you know, he had a 200-and-something-pound, big-racked buck in the back of the truck that he had shot that afternoon with the cartridge I gave him. Stuff like that helps ensure you don’t have to buy many drinks.”

It’s also the kind of things legends are made of!
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Lanny and Landon make a very effective team when it comes to tracking and killing big bucks. Tom Blais photo.
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Cartridge belt with red-tipped Hornady ammo. Bryce M. Towsley photo.

THE “TERMINATOR” BUCK (I’LL BE BACK!)

“It was 1991 or 1992, I really can’t remember for sure, but I do recall that it was the second week of the Maine deer season. I woke up during the night to answer the call of nature and as you know, in hunting camp, that usually means you have to step outside. It turned out to be a cold chore, but I was pleased to see that it was snowing.

“I was kind of excited and having trouble sleeping after that, so I finally got up and passed the time making a good, big breakfast. I couldn’t wait for the sun to come up and left the camp before it was light enough to see a track. After only about half an hour of riding the roads and looking with the headlights I found about 12 buck tracks crossing the roads. It was clear that there had been a lot of deer on the move during the night and this was shaping up to be a great day.

“About 15 minutes after daylight, I found a really big track and I told the guy riding with me that I was going to check it out and follow it for a while. I was lucky because I only had to follow it for about 100 yards before I could tell it had a good rack. I went back and told my buddy that I was going after this buck. I didn’t know where I would end up or even if I would get the deer or not, but I wanted him to make sure to find me at the end of the day.

“I tracked that buck from just after daylight until about 10:30 in the morning. I saw then that he was feeding, so I slowed down and started looking for him. It was only a few minutes before I saw him stand up from behind a spruce tree. I could see his neck and his backside and I told myself, Now take your time and be really careful to place this shot well. I wanted to shoot him in the chest, so I took my time and I pulled back just a tiny bit into the branches of that tree where his shoulder should have been before I carefully squeezed off a shot. It looked like the deer went down, but I guess he didn’t. Actually, he went down all right; he went down the hill! I went to the spruce tree to find my buck and he wasn’t there. I found a big stump that they had pushed up when they were logging in there. I had shot right into the stump. It was only about a 40-yard shot, but in the poor light and with the branches of the tree, I was fooled. I could see his back and his front, but I couldn’t see that log. The bullet never went through the log, of course.

“I could see his rack before I shot so I knew he was a good 10-pointer, and I was so sure I had him that I was reaching for my tag as I walked over there, but all I got was a surprise.”

“Why didn’t you shoot him in the neck if you could see it?” I asked.

“That’s a good question. Obviously, I should have,” Lanny replied. “But I wanted to shoot him in the shoulder and it seemed like a good idea at the time. Also, I just don’t like neck shots and you will see why in a minute.

“So I started tracking the buck and he took me into this big swamp, where he went through a bunch of blowdowns. He didn’t know what that bullet was and all he heard was a loud noise. He didn’t know where that came from and when it wasn’t repeated, he kind of forgot his initial scare and calmed down pretty quick. He wasn’t very spooked and he was just ahead of me most of the time. We got into that big swamp where there were spruces and blowdowns that you could hardly get through. The deer was just in front of me, but it was so thick I couldn’t see him. So I crawled up on this big log to get higher with hopes I could get a look at him. I do that a lot in these situations, where I climb up on a vantage point when I am tracking. It can be a stump, a rock or a blowdown, but the higher perspective often lets you see the buck. This log got me up higher than all that brush and junk and I could see him about 125 yards in front of me. There I am, teetering on this log and all I could see was just his neck. I am not about to make the same mistake twice, and if the neck is all I can see, then that’s where I’ll shoot him. I go ‘kerpow’ and down he goes, for good. Or so I thought.

“I guess this is kind of a ‘happy/sad’ story. I am happy in the morning when I find this great big buck track. But by late morning, I am starting to get a little sad because I haven’t seen him yet. Then, suddenly I do see him and I am happy again. I shoot him and thinking I got him, I am really happy. Then he’s not there and I discover I killed a log, so I get really sad again. I am still sad as I track him through this thick swamp hole, but I see him and shoot and now I think I have him and it’s happy time again.

“It takes me a long time to get over to him through all that thick stuff and when I get there I am very sad because once again there is no buck, only tracks running away. I can see where he fell down, but he got up again. I am tracking him for 10 minutes and I have a good blood trail coming out both sides of the deer, but somehow he is still going.
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Lanny’s getting close to this buck! Tom Blais photo.

“Finally after about a quarter of a mile I came to a big brook. The deer went right across it, but it’s too deep for me. I thought about taking off all my clothes and my boots and wading across, holding them above my head. But first I start walking the bank. I wandered downstream about 300 to 400 yards and found a place where a tree had fallen across the brook, and I crossed on that. I am thankful for staying warm and soon I am back on the buck’s track.

“I followed him for a long way across this flat area and across a cutting. Somewhere along the way, he stops bleeding. Then he starts up a mountain and he keeps going up, which goes to show that the old idea they won’t go up hill when they are hurt isn’t right. By now, it’s early afternoon and I know that it’s a long way back to the truck because I have been walking steadily away from the rig since daylight. I know there are very few other roads in this area where I could walk out and hope to catch a ride back to my truck, so I was starting to think about heading back. I figured I could cut him off at a road the next morning if he kept moving or at least find a shorter way in with the truck so I could take up his track again.

“But then I noticed from his tracks that he was starting to get a little wobbly, so I decided to give it some more time. I am walking along, looking ahead for the deer when he suddenly exploded out from under a spruce tree about 20 feet from me. He surprised me and I shot from the hip, but I got him through the lungs that time.

“That neck shot had hit him high in the neck and actually broke three vertebrae along the top, but without damaging the spinal cord enough to keep him down. I suppose if I could have run right over to him, I would have gotten him. I am sure that he lay there long enough that I could have shot him again, but it took so long to get through that brush that he must have recovered from the shock and got back on his feet. It was amazing how he managed to keep going, but those big bucks are tough. Once they get traveling, they often seem to get their second wind.
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Lanny is always looking for that next big buck track. Benoit Brothers photo.

“It was about 12:30 when I shot him. I gutted him and piled some brush over him, then pointed my nose at the truck. I walked hard and steady until 4 p.m. before I hit the road. Even after I hit the road, I still had four or five miles to go to the rig. I had told the guy with me to drive around and fire a signal shot every now and then, starting at 4 o’clock. I heard him shoot just as I hit the road. I fired a shot back and he came to get me. I was pretty thankful for that, as I had put in a long day and I was pretty tired. I had tracked that buck about 12 miles, three of them after I shot him. Then I had to walk out for that same distance, so I was tired.

“He was a good buck, and I really didn’t want to leave him all night, so we took the truck and started four-wheeling to find another way into the deer. After a while, we found an old logging road that got us close, but we still had a long drag and didn’t get back to camp until about 10:30 that night.

PREVENTING BUCK ATTACKS!

“Hear that you are going to be doing product endorsements for deer scent,” I said with a smile. “Is that true?”

“Not exactly,” Lanny said, “but there is a good story about that.

“Several years ago (Shane interrupts to tell us it was 1989), Landon and I had the boys drop us off about 10 miles down the road, and I told them we would hunt to the top of the mountain because there was a logging road going to the top and they could leave the rig up there. It was bare ground and we were mostly just scouting, but about a half a mile from where the rig was parked, we found where these two big bucks had had a hell of a fight. It was the end of the day, but I told Landon that I wanted to come back the next day.

[image: image]

Lanny with “The Terminator” buck, which weighed in at 268 pounds. Benoit Brothers photo.

“That night back at camp, some guy showed up who was marketing a new deer lure and he wanted one of us to try it. Of course, we are not the right guys to test deer lures because we don’t use them and don’t know much about them. I told him that the only lure I use is when I try to charm them into not running off on me, and I don’t do that with my good looks.”

“Well then,” I asked Lanny, “what do you charm them with?”

“My 270,” he replied with a grin. “It works pretty good at charming them into sticking around.

“Anyway it was pretty comical because I was reading the back of the package for this scent and it said not to put any on yourself because the buck might attack you. I thought that was pretty good because it would be a lot different going into the woods and having to worry about a big buck sneaking up on your backside while you were hunting. It would be a little different having them chase you instead of the other way around. So I decided not to put any on me because it could be dangerous. I didn’t want to have to fight my way back to the Suburban that night, and I didn’t want to become an illegal deer hunter by being forced to shoot more than one buck in self defense.

“So we got back down in there in the morning and we found where those big bucks were fighting. We had been there about 10 minutes when I remembered the deer scent. I told Landon that we would pour it on a tree. That way, if they wanted to attack the tree instead of us, we would be all set. So I sprayed some on the tree and I stepped back to wait. It wasn’t a minute before we saw a big ol’ 8-pointer coming up the trail. I whispered to Landon, ‘Boy, that stuff works fast!’ So we shot that buck and he weighed 228 pounds.
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Lanny and Landon with the “Preventing Buck Attacks!” buck. Benoit Brothers photo.

“I never did get my endorsement contract because when we were dragging the buck out, the scent fell out of my pocket and we never found it. That guy never came around the camp again and nobody could remember his name.”

“That buck was down at the bottom of a real steep bank,” Shane added. “Then, when we got that buck to the top, we still had a thousand yards of cuttings (clear-cut) to drag him through. So we drove the Suburban across that, bumping over stumps and banging off logs. Most normal guys wouldn’t think of driving through that, but ‘Big Red’ (the name Lanny had given that Suburban) handled it without a hitch.”

WATERFALL BUCK, PART ONE

“This is another of those two-day adventure things. Back in 1998, Dennis Grifthen and I got up early in the morning and drove way back in to this place in Maine. I parked and got out of my rig and hadn’t walked very far before there was this huge buck track. So I start tracking him. While I am tracking him, I can hear this huge waterfall, which eventually the track went right by. You may wonder what a waterfall had to do with tracking a deer, but I’ll get to that. I remember that on the map there is a big pond in this area, but somehow I always miss it and have never found the pond.

“Anyway, I tracked this deer until about noon and shot the buck. I had tracked him through some really nasty places, full of blowdowns and thick brush. It was hard work and I remember that I had gotten awful hungry, so I opened a can of beans. I can remember thinking that I shouldn’t be opening those beans because the buck was close; it was the wrong time to be doing that, but like I said I was hungry. I am one of those guys who, when I am hungry, I am going to eat, no matter what. So I am tracking this buck with a white plastic fork in one hand and the can with the top sticking up in the other. My gun was under my arm and I am sneaking along and things were perfect. The day had warmed up a little and the snow was sliding off the trees, making a lot of noise. This helped to hide the noise I was making and pretty soon I could see just the chest of that buck as he was standing in front of me. Just as I went to move a little, a big bunch of snow slid off a tree just to the right of me. The buck turned his head to look at the snow and he was looking right at me. I dropped the beans and I remember it landed right-side up in the snow with the fork sticking out of the top, so you might say I didn’t spill the beans! I shot the buck in the chest and he dropped.

“While I was gutting the buck, I was thinking that I couldn’t be too far from the road because I could hear a truck. But I knew there wasn’t any road over there. I did know that the brook near where I’d shot the deer went down to the river I had crossed and that the river was big enough to float a boat down.

“I had tracked this buck from daylight to noon almost in a straight line, so we had gone a long way. That’s too far to drag him back and I went to look for the road, but I knew there couldn’t be one because I knew the woods and there just weren’t any roads. Finally, I left the buck and hiked back to the truck.

“When I got to the truck, I was pretty worn out because I was walking through the blowdowns and spruces that had grown together until they were almost a solid mass. My buddy wanted to go get the deer, but I pointed out to him that I had been walking without stopping since 12:30 just to get back to the truck, and it was now 4 o’clock. We would have been two days dragging that buck out.

“I explained that we were going to get a boat and come down that river to get the buck. I had never been down it before, of course, but there were some landmarks. The first was the brook that came into the river and marked where the buck was. Then, of course, there was the waterfall. We couldn’t go past it and I knew if we got to it, we had gone way too far. The buck was upriver from the falls, so if we made it to there, we needed to turn around.

“Dave Coker had a 12-foot boat with a little motor with him. So the next day, we do some tough four-wheeling to get back in there as far as we can and then we launch the boat. We went down this river and saw a lot of ravens flying around a spot that I recognized, and I realized that it was where I had walked yesterday. There were three of us in the boat, which was dangerous, especially when we hit several rocks that were hidden under the black water. We kept going down the river looking for that brook, and we kept going and going, but we never found where it joined the river. Finally, we came to the falls and realized that somehow we had passed the brook. It was a struggle back upstream from the falls, and even when we went back, we couldn’t find that damn brook. It turns out that it had gone underground before it reached the river, so it never joined it in any visible way.
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Three views of the “Basset Hound Buck” killed in Maine in 1995, which weighed 247 pounds and was more than eleven years old. Benoit Brothers photos.

“We finally found the buck and put him in the boat and started back up the river. The current going back up the river was so strong that the little motor couldn’t push the boat. Shane had on some waders and had to get out of the boat into the November-cold river and push the boat upstream. At times the water was up to his chest and, with the swift current, it was a lot of work.

“We got to the place where I had walked to the river the day before, and we stopped for a breather. I told the guys, ‘You know, yesterday I stood right here and I could swear I heard a vehicle.’ They all laughed at me, but then I said, ‘Hey, there goes one now!’ A yellow truck was driving through the brush on the other side of the river, miles from any road. It turns out there was a railroad track over there, and it was a railroad maintenance truck driving down the tracks.
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Lanny Benoit looks across the river the “Waterfall Buck” was swept through. Tom Blais photo.

“That buck weighed 247 pounds, but he should have been a lot heavier. His track was huge. This buck must have been over 300 pounds in his prime, but he was a very old buck and was all worn out. It didn’t have anything to do with the rut; he was just old and worn out. His skin hung so loose that he looked like a basset hound. The state guys couldn’t age the deer for sure, but they said he was definitely more than 11 years old.”
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Lanny Benoit crosses the river the “Waterfall Buck” was swept through. Tom Blais photo.
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A tired Lanny with his Ontario “Waterfall Buck.” Tom Blais photo.

WATERFALL BUCK, THE SEQUEL

“We were hunting Ontario in 2000 and all it had done for weeks was rain. It wasn’t even bare-ground hunting anymore; it was bare-mud hunting.

“Finally we got some snow. I got up early that next morning, all excited and raring to go. I walked out of my tent and headed for cameraman Tom Blais’s tent, calling his name to make sure he was up. When I got in the tent, I found that not only was he up, he was making me a big breakfast of my favorite foods: eggs, bacon, and toast with peanut butter. Already this was looking like a great day.

[image: image]

Lanny Benoit & Tom Blais with the Ontario “Waterfall Buck.” Tom Blais photo.

“We got out of camp early and drove way up into some country that we had scouted earlier in the season and knew held some big bucks. We found a big track right off and got on it. We tracked it for about four or five hours and had a couple of chances to shoot him, but the camera was never quite right. Making videos has really changed things in our hunting. It’s hard enough to track and shoot a big buck, but now we have to make sure the cameraman has the buck in the viewfinder and in focus before we shoot. That creates a huge gap in how often we get to shoot.

“Finally we pushed this buck too hard, and he panicked and crossed this river just above where it funnels down between some ledges. He didn’t realize how deep it was and how fast the current was flowing. The river narrowed down through this funnel at these ledges and the current really picked up. He jumped into the river in about the worst place he could have picked. He got swept into the funnel, through the rapids and down over a waterfall. The river was raging from all the rain and he got dragged through boulders and all that for about 250 feet. He got swept into a basin at the bottom of the waterfall where finally the water was calm enough for him to swim out the other side.

“We went down the river looking for the buck, expecting to find his body because I didn’t think he could have survived that swim. He really had to have taken a beating going down through all that mess. We kept sneaking down the river and finally I spotted a little movement on the other side of the river about 100 yards below the waterfall. It was clear that he wasn’t feeling too good, as he hadn’t gone very far. As soon as Tom had the buck in the camera’s viewfinder, I shot him. But then we had a big problem. He was on the other side of this big, cold river. We didn’t have any way to cross, and because it was late in the day and we were pretty worn out, we headed back to Casper.

“We hiked back in there the next day with a chainsaw and we cut a tree down to make a bridge. Then we crossed on that and got a rope tied on the buck to pull him back across the river.

“That hunt is in the first video we made, and you can see how fast the river is and what that deer went through.”

THE CHARGING BUFFALO BUCK

“The buck weighed 205 and was built like a buffalo,” Lanny started this story. “He had short little legs in the front that were bowed. He had a huge chest and massive, paddle feet. He was a strange buck, in more ways than one.

“We had about four feet of snow in Vermont that year and it was hard to walk in the woods. I followed the brook because it was easier to walk in the brook, which was still open, than it was to try to wallow through all that snow. It took me a couple of hours to work my way up the brook to the headwaters high in the mountains, but when I got there I found this big buck track.
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