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Dedicated to the unsung majority of deer hunters who find their own spots, do their own scouting, hunt on their own time, judge their own trophies and eat the game they shoot. Bravo!





INTRODUCTION
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Over the last 45 years I have visited countless tagging stations, meat packers and neighborhood deer processors as part of my job as an outdoor writer, and the one constant that stands out is that most of the deer being shot by hunters are does, yearlings, spike bucks or relatively small branchantlered bucks.To me, these are all beautiful deer; excellent trophies with a great story behind them, and each one will provide many delicious meals for months to come. Hunters of all ages around the country see these deer, decide they are just what they are looking for and pull the trigger with great satisfaction. These hunters have their own measure of what constitutes a “trophy” deer, and for most of them it’s the buck or doe they bring home at the end of the hunt.

I have also visited hunting camps from Maine to Florida and Maryland to Washington. Once again, every hunter in the house seems to be happy just to fill his tag, not necessarily with a world-class buck, just an adult deer (buck or doe). For these hearty souls, it’s not about proving what great hunter’s they are or about one-upping the guy in the next bunk. Instead, it’s about being out there, enjoying the great outdoors, and coming home at the end of the trip with enough stories, meat, and experiences to last till next season. It’s for hunters like these that this book is written.

I killed my first deer, a small crotch-horn buck, using a Mossberg Model 395K bolt-action shotgun loaded with buckshot and slugs. The deer was only three steps away at high noon! It was October 1963. I was all of 13 years old at the time, strolling lazily down a Maine logging road with my shotgun over my shoulder, a can of Pepsi in my hand. I was ambling along on my way to meet Dad at the other end of the road. I amused myself by listening to the incessant chatter of red squirrels panicking at every flush of a grouse which, in those days, seemed to be underfoot at every step.

Suddenly, I heard a shot far up on the ridge to the west. I thought nothing of it. Then I heard another shot, closer this time, but thought nothing of it. When a small buck appeared before me, 10 yards away, ready to bound across the road, I finally thought something of it!

I put my soda can down in the road, unslung my shotgun, aimed and ... nothing! I’d forgotten to flip off the safety! I brought the gun down, pushed the safety to “fire,” aimed again, and pulled the trigger. The charge of 00 buckshot struck the buck square in the throat patch. He went down like a sack of grain, kicking and thrashing, tearing small firs and spruces out of the ground as he struggled.

I instantly recalled Dad’s advice: “If he keeps kicking, keep shooting!” I bolted in another load of buckshot, took careful aim ...and missed! I cranked in a third shell, a slug this time, put the shotgun bead on the deer’s ear, and just like that had my first whitetail. Not a trophy? I beg to differ!

Looking back, I had done everything wrong a hunter could do under the circumstances, yet for some reason things worked out, and I have been deer hunting ever since. I was king of deer camp that night. My first buck was gutted and hung in the big maple outside our cabin door thanks to the advice and assistance of some seasoned hunters from the camp below us — the same ones who had missed the buck on his fateful run into my lap.There was fried liver and onions for dinner, with reminisencences of everyone’s first deer for dessert. I could not have been happier.The events of that day have brought me back to the woods every fall since then.The sole purpose of this book is to put you in that picture this season, too!
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If you’re planning on going deer hunting this year, please don’t do it the way I did back then! The odds of seeing a buck at noon on a warm day while walking idly down the road, gun over your shoulder and soda can in hand, are slim. There are better, more predicable ways to fill your tag. Stranger things will happen every year, but there are better, more predictable ways to fill your tag.

Follow the simple suggestions outlined in this book and you will increase your odds for success. No one can guarantee you a deer every season (whitetails are the toughest of all big game to fool on a regular basis), but the goal is to help you eliminate the common mistakes that keep those big, white tails waving goodbye every autumn!


THE PSYCHOLOGY OF DEER HUNTING

There are two major reasons why deer hunting success rates continue to hover around the 10% mark. You would think that with all of the incredible improvements in clothing, guns, scopes, ammunition, knowledge of deer habits — not to mention the increase in deer population — that it would be a cinch to go out, find and kill a deer. Amazingly enough, the opposite is true. I am editor of four popular outdoor magazines and the number of “my first deer” photos sent in by hunters in their 30s, 40s and older are astounding to me.They have hunted for years, they have the best of guns and gear, but somehow it took them half a lifetime or more to tag their first whitetail.


 Get Out There!

I believe I know why, and the basic reasons are ridiculously simple: They don’t go hunting often enough, and they miss what they shoot at!

I have hunted deer East and West, North and South with hunters of all ages and experience, and it doesn’t matter if the hunt is taking place on the family farm or in the wild mountains of Montana, there is always someone in camp who won’t get out of bed in the morning.The excuses are legion: “I’m tired,” “I stayed up too late last night,” “I drank too much,” “I don’t feel good,” “It’s raining,” the list goes on.

I have left many a hunter, young and old, back in camp when I went out the door alone in the pre-dawn, but I thoroughly enjoyed their company hours later when, after their nap, they were called on to help me drag my trophy out of the woods.

Half the battle in deer hunting is going! Yes, it will be cold, wet, windy, hot, humid, dark, rainy, snowy — after all, it’s deer season. Forget the excuses! Push yourself out of bed every day and spend every available hour in the woods. You won’t see deer every minute of every day, but you could see one at any time and in any place.You will never see one if you spend all your time pounding the pillow back in camp.The open season is short and highly anticipated throughout North America, and it ends far too soon. Go, hunt, suffer the elements; get the job done. I have shot deer in the first moments of opening day and I have taken them in the final minutes of legal daylight on the last day of the season. You can do everything right all season long but you still cannot predict where and when a whitetail will finally appear. I can guarantee one thing: It will not happen if you are not out there. I can also guarantee that someone (maybe even me!) will shoot your deer for you if you aren’t in the woods where you belong. I have done it many time in many states, and feel not the least bit of regret for the guy who elected to stay in bed rather than brave the frosty dawn one more time. In actual time lapsed it takes less than 20 seconds to see and shoot a deer, but it won’t happen if you’re not there.







1. RIFLES AND SHOTGUNS
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Most rifle- and shotgun-hunting seasons open with a grand fusillade, and from the sounds of it you would think that tagging stations around the county would be inundated with freshly killed deer. Sadly, most of those projectiles go whistling into the distance, leaving hunters with little more than sad tales to tell at the end of the day. In most cases the shooter alone is to blame.

I have seen the same phenomenon every season since I was old enough to hunt: It’s Friday evening, the day before Opening Day, and sporting goods counters across the country are packed with anxious hunters looking for bargain rifles, shotguns and ammunition. I don’t know how or why, but these hunters seem to think that if you buy a new gun at the store it is ready to go hunting straight out of the box.They don’t fire one round through the gun to a) see if it works properly and b) hits where it is aimed. Even worse is when a hunter buys a new gun and a new scope, tightens down the screws and goes hunting. For some reason, these fellows think screwing a new scope onto their rifles means it’s ready to go. In fact, such a gun may shoot three feet or more off the mark at 50 yards, enough to miss or mortally wound any large deer anywhere in North America. Hear me now:ALWAYS sight in your firearms before your hunt begins.


 Get Familiar with Your Firearm

Missing a deer is bad enough, but wounding and losing them should be unacceptable in any camp. Such unhappy circumstances can be avoided by simply taking the time to properly set up and sight in a new (or long unused) rifle, shotgun or muzzleloader. The process is easy and takes just a few minutes, but it can make all the difference in how your deer season goes.

Learning by doing is a common approach, but learning by knowing is more efficient. Doing things the wrong way can render an expensive gun or scope inoperable, void the warranty and ruin a hunt, so stop pretending that you know everything.

Learn what you need to know:



	• Read the owner’s manual that comes with your new firearm, especially information on loading and unloading and how the safety devices function.

	• Familiarize yourself with the gun. Unfamiliarity with the firearm is a major cause of selfinflicted injuries.

	• Read the manual for any scope or other sight you purchase for your gun.



Before you shoot any firearm:



	• Make sure the action and barrel are clean, clear of dirt or obstructions.

	• Look into the action and look down the barrel.

	• Be sure all stock, barrel, sling, sight and scope screws are tight.



Making these adjustments after you shoot could affect the impact of your bullets or slugs, sometimes with enough variation to cause a miss.With your firearm and sights tightened and secure, it’s time to head to the range.

Rifle Sighting

I have shot deer in the cedar swamps of Maine, the vast prairies of Montana and the open oak woods of Georgia. For all these occasions I sighted my rifles in the same way. The key to success wherever you hunt is carefully sighting in your firearm — and knowing when not to shoot.

Most hunters consider themselves expert marksmen, good enough to hit a gnat in the eye at 1,000 yards, but the statistics prove otherwise. Most deer are shot at 100 yards or less, and most deer shot at beyond that distance are missed! It’s not the gun’s fault if you miss. A rifle is essentially a machine designed to send a bullet downrange with accuracy and consistency, but only if you do your part.

As with any machine, it’s the operator who is most often at fault when things go wrong. You can generally expect to hit your target out to about 250 yards if you properly sight in and shoot from a stable rest. You can avoid lost or wounded game if you can admit that you are unable to hold your sights long enough to make an effective shot

When in doubt, do not shoot!


	• Plan to shoot from a steady rest. Sand bags are great, a rolled-up jacket will do but a commercial bench rest is best of all. Most commercial, state or club shooting ranges have solid benches to shoot from, measured target lanes and wood or metal frames that serve as permanent target holders.



Before you sight in:



	• Always ensure that the backstop is safe, solid and properly maintained. No bullets should be able to fly past the backstop.

	• Remove bottles, cans, rocks or other debris that may cause a ricochet. Good places to shoot are at a premium these days. When using these or other facilities, keep them clean and support them with a donation!

	• Pick a clear, calm morning or afternoon to do your shooting.

	• Use targets you can clearly see.

	• Bring along binoculars or a spotting scope so you can see where your bullets are hitting.



Set your first target at 25 yards (I’ll explain why after your first three-shot string). Set up your sand bags or rest and settle in, gun unloaded with the action open, and just look through the scope or sights. Wiggle the rifle around until the sights or crosshairs sit solidly on the center of the bull’s-eye with little or no effort. At this point we simply want to be sure we can get a good, tight grouping of shots somewhere in the target at this distance.


 Sighting Shots

Be sure the range is clear of other shooters and spectators, and then prepare to shoot.



	• Settle in and fire three carefully aimed shots at the center of the bull’s-eye.

	• Aim and shoot the same way each time no matter where the bullets are going.You are not trying to hit the bull’s-eye this time: you’re just looking for a nice, tight grouping of shots. If you’ve done things properly thus far you’ll have three holes in the paper — somewhere — very close together. Excellent!



Adjust Your Sights

Adjust your sights or scope according to the owner’s manual.

In general, scope sights are moved left or right, up or down in the direction you want the bullet to go. The same goes for the rear sight if you are using V-notch, peep or other iron sights.



	• Don’t overdo your sight adjustments; in most cases a “click” equals an inch at 100 yards — a lot of adjustment if your bullets are only one-half inch off the mark.

	• After you’ve made your adjustments, wait a few moments for the rifle barrel to cool down. If you can’t touch it, it’s too hot to shoot. Waiting till the barrel is stone cold may be impractical and is unnecessary, but, the cooler the barrel the more honest the grouping, because your first shots at a deer will be most likely to exit from a cold barrel.

	• When you are ready to shoot again, continue aiming dead center and fire three more shots.These bullets should land closer to the bull’s-eye, if not in the bull’s-eye.

	• Continue the sighting process until you have three closely centered holes in the center of the bull’s-eye.



Why 25 Yards?

When sighted in at 25 yards, any modern centerfire rifle in the .24- .30-caliber range will be:


	• Dead on at 25 yards

	• Three inches high at 100

	• Dead on again at approximately 250 yards.
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Of course, calibers, loads and conditions will vary so your rifle may be off an inch or two beyond 25 yards, but a rifle so sighted will allow you to confidently shoot at deer out to 250 yards and expect to make a killing shot. All things being equal, your rifle will kill 99 percent of the deer you see in North America if you sight it in to be dead on at 25 yards.


SHOTGUNS AND MUZZLELOADERS

Range and Accuracy

In general, it is best to sight in shotguns and muzzleloaders to be slightly high at 25 yards, a few inches high at 50 yards and dead on at 100 yards. The issue is not that such guns can’t kill deer at longer ranges. The problem is that large, slow projectiles fly in rainbow-like arcs that make it difficult to hit deer-sized targets much beyond these distances. It is possible to kill at deer at 125 yards with today’s specially-manufactured sabot-slug guns and muzzleloaders, but accuracy and energy drop exponentially beyond 125 yards. Mathematically, of course, it can be done, but practically speaking, you’re asking for trouble, most often in the form of wounded game.

Modern sabot-slug shotguns are dependable out to a maximum range of about 125 yards, and some state-of-the-art muzzleloaders are capable of pieplate accuracy (able to keep all hits within an 8-inch circle) at 200 yards and more. With practice and diligence an accomplished shooter can improve on these numbers, but unless you are the exception, err on the side of caution and keep your shots at deer under 100 yards whenever possible.

Rather than philosophize about the extremes of firearm potential (some blackpowder arms are deadly out to 500 yards and more, though it would be irresponsible to attempt such shots at live game under normal hunting conditions), let’s say for the sake of success that you should not attempt shots at deer beyond 250 yards with a modern centerfire rifle, 150 yards with an in-line muzzleloader or 100 yards with a slug gun. Yes, it can be done, but the risks are too high. If you push the envelope and attempt risky shots at long range, the odds are that you are going to start wounding and losing deer. This is irresponsible and unsportsmanlike. If you can’t call your shot (state with confidence that you will place your projectile into a deer’s heart-lung area) the responsible thing to do is move closer or pass up the shot.

Sighting at Various Distances

To know with certainty where your particular firearm places its bullets at various distances:



	• Fire three-shot groups at close, medium and long range just to see where the projectiles hit.

	• You will not be far off the mark with most “deer caliber” rifles, but don’t be surprised if your shots start to roam at the longer distances. It’s not the gun’s fault! A rifle with tight sights, proper ammunition and a cold barrel will shoot far better than you can hold it. Admit your limitations as well as those of your fireaarm. Never exceed them!

	• At long range, an errant breath of wind, a jiggle or twitch on your part, even a heartbeat, can send a bullet to the edge of the paper at 200 yards. Don’t blame the gun. Learn from this.

	• Know when a deer is too far for you to accurately shoot, and either find a way to get closer or abort the shot.

	• If you know you can’t hold your sights tightly and steadily on target, do not shoot.



Once your firearm is sighted in, coddle the gun for the duration of the season.



	• Carry it in a padded case.

	• Do not let anyone handle the gun, fool with the sights or play with your ammunition.

	• Do not transport a scoped rifle or shotgun in a window firearm rack — the incessant pounding of highway miles will eventually knock the scope off zero.

	• If you suspect that your firearm has been dropped or tampered with, go through the sighting-in process again, starting with tightening the stock and sight screws.



Practice, Practice, Practice!

Familiarity with your firearm of choice is the first step in delivering a clean, killing shot when the time comes.To be consistently good shots, hunters must practice not only at the range, but also in situations similar to the hunting conditions they expect to encounter in the field. I routinely shoot 1,000 or more rounds out of my pellet rifle on basement targets during the summer, and as soon as squirrel season opens I pursue bushy-tails with a .22 till deer season opens. I spend many days at the range practicing at varying distances with a variety of rifles, sights and calibers.

After all those months of precision rifle shooting at small targets, finding a deer in my scope is like shooting at a moose at 10 yards! I am always amazed at how big a deer’s shoulder looks in my scope, and it’s almost too easy to place the crosshairs on the heart-lung area and make a clean, killing shot at normal woods distances.
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