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    Foreword

    Anumber of years ago, I decided to write an article based on interviews of several bowhunters who seemed to always get their big bucks. My goal was to determine the commonalities among all of these hunters’ methods, to unlock their secrets of bagging bucks. When all was said and done, the only commonality I found was that all of these profoundly successful bowhunters had developed their own unique way of consistently filling their tag. What each of them did was different from the others and certainly different from how I hunted.

    Since writing that article, whenever I have the opportunity, I grill successful bowhunters to learn their particular “secrets.” One such victim has been Dick Scorzafava, a pro staffer for many companies I am affiliated with who has become a good friend. During one particular bowhunting season, both Dick and I both drew tags to hunt Iowa. We’d frequently compare notes, but it wasn’t until the end of the season that I figured out why Dick bagged his trophy and I did not.

    It seemed like Dick has traveled back and forth between his home state of Massachusetts and Iowa numerous times. I finally asked him how many days he’d hunted that particular big deer. After counting, Dick told me he had hunted twenty-three days. I counted. I had hunted six and a half days. My first reaction was one of vindication. I told Dick that surely I, too, could have bagged the big buck I was after if I had twenty-three days to hunt in Iowa.

    After further thought, a light bulb went on, and I realized I had discovered yet another difference between a consistently successful hunter such as Dick and a weekend warrior like me. Dick Scorzafava is a humble man. He does not like to toot his own horn, so I will. Few of the biggest names in bowhunting have as many record-book bucks as Dick. And few have as many true monsters. Why? Well that’s what this book is about. Dick does what it takes. He thinks outside the proverbial box. He is not a radical man, but he is a radical bowhunter.

    Like the saying goes, “continue to think the way you’ve always thought and continue to get what you’ve always got.” Dick Scorzafava, the radical bowhunter, will change the way you hunt.

    Walt Larsen

    President, Scales Outdoor Group

    P.S. If you look at the number on the back of Dick’s Mathews trading card you’ll see it is card 23. This is in honor of the number of days it took Dick to bag that Iowa buck.
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    Introduction

    Who or what is the radical bowhunter? The answer involves more of a state of mind than an actual personality type, although that certainly comes into play. I have an A-type personality and am in a constant state of motion from morning to night. I have lists, my lists have lists, and sometimes I even manage to leave my wife a list—while I’m off hunting, of course. Now is that radical?

    This book is not for the person who goes hunting one week during the year as a vacation or bonding ritual with five or six buddies. There is nothing wrong with that, but this book is aimed at the person who has more of a commitment to the sport than an annual weekend hunting-lodge getaway.

    I hunt every day, 365 days a year. Not all of this hunting is done in the woods. Most of it is done during the off-season, in the comfort of my easy chair. Not a day goes by that I don’t spend some time thinking about bowhunting. I may read a book, write an article, research a topic or potential hot spot, practice with my newest bow, make plans to hunt, or simply relive a hunt. But truth be told, thoughts of bowhunting occupy part of every day.

    This is the type of commitment I have to being a serious bowhunter, a radical bowhunter.

    Does this mean that you must go to my extremes to become a radical bowhunter? No. But what it does mean is that you must put forth effort in many different areas to learn the skills and tactics necessary to realize your full potential at bagging monster bucks. By becoming a radical bowhunter, you will ascend to a higher level than the casual hunter or even the meat hunter. You will join an elite group who bring the hunt to a new level of challenge, where you pursue a specific buck, not merely any buck; go one-on-one with one of the most magnificent and majestic creatures of North America; and have as your goal to emerge as the victor in the age-old contest between the bowhunter for dominance and the buck for survival.

  


  

  
    PART ONE

    WHERE:

    If you want to bag

    a big buck, you must first

    find a big buck

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 1
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    All Areas Are Not

    Created Equal

    Whether or not you consider yourself to be a radical bowhunter, or one in the making, one thing is sure: If you cannot find a big buck, then there is no way you can get one in your sights and ultimately have a trophy hanging on your wall. It sounds so simple, so obvious. But let me assure you that many hunters who leave the warmth of their beds and the comforts of home in pursuit of this thing called a trophy haven’t a clue where to find one. They may know where to find white-tailed deer in general, but if they have not stepped up the competition to one-on-one, then they are not yet radical bowhunters. It doesn’t mean that they are not very successful hunters; it merely means that they have not yet become discriminating. They have not yet gotten to the point where just any deer will not do.

    In order to become a radical bowhunter, you need to step up the competition to the next level, to pursue a specific buck that will test all of your skills, put all of your knowledge to use, and drive you crazy in the bargain. To meet on this field of battle, you must hunt in a location that is populated with superbucks, or else the deck is already stacked overwhelmingly against you.

    Over the past couple decades, the total white-tailed deer population, as well as their range, has expanded to the point that many biologists and game managers are working to stabilize or even reduce the herds in the areas under their control. This has greatly increased the interest in trophy whitetail hunting and record-book entries across the animal’s North American range. In fact, more than 50 percent of the total record-book bucks entered have been harvested since 1990.

    A majority of record-book bucks come from a handful of locations—places like Allamakee County, Iowa; Buffalo County, Wisconsin; Pike County, Illinois; the state of Kansas; and the Canadian province of Saskatchewan find their way into the entries time and time again. Twenty-eight of the top fifty trophy-producing areas across the whitetail’s North American range are counties in Iowa and Illinois, making these states great trophy hot spots for bowhunters. The radical bowhunter will capitalize on this information, and these spots will become nirvana to him. The radical bowhunter will flinch when his wife mentions a Caribbean cruise but salivate when he hears mention of any of these places. I have no idea why a self-respecting trophy buck would want to hail from a place called Buffalo County, but they are there, take my word for it.

    How many articles or books have you read over the years telling you where to hunt that monster buck of which dreams are made? The problem with most of these articles is that they are general and very vague. Realizing this shortfall, I’m going to give you all the meat and potatoes you can swallow. Better yet, the information will be backed up with hard facts.

    I firmly believe that the heyday of trophy white-tailed deer hunting is right now, and your success can continue to increase if you are hunting the proper locations. Back in the early 1900s, spotting a white-tailed deer was a rarity in many states and provinces. In many areas, they had become almost totally extinct. Factors such as unrestricted market hunting, deforestation, and conversion of land to agriculture were some of the major reasons for the species’ decline in numbers.

    Where there were vast areas of agriculture and the land had been cleared, the deer were especially vulnerable because they had nowhere to hide. In many of these areas, the herds did not return to numbers where a modern hunting season was possible until the 1940s and 1950s. On the other hand, in regions that were forested and remote, such as Maine, South Texas, Wisconsin, and the Mississippi Delta, white-tailed deer were able to survive in much greater numbers because these wooded areas provided safe habitat. Places like Buffalo County, Wisconsin, became deer havens. One reason this area is so fertile today, and has become one of the all-time best trophy-producing areas in North America, is that it was not glaciated during the last ice age. The topography was not scraped flat and bare by the glacial ice sheet. The rugged hills and valleys are difficult to farm, except for the occasional flat spot, so a lot of forest cover remains. Buffalo County’s landscape of forested hills provides abundant food and cover for deer not only to survive, but also to grow—and grow big.

    Why some areas consistently produce more trophies than others is a difficult question to answer. Many factors, both human and natural, must be considered. But one tenet that often comes to the forefront is the relationship between river systems and the number of trophy bucks in an area. This underlying component is evident across the entire range of the white-tailed deer. If you analyze the top trophy buck counties across the country, the pattern stands out clearly—big rivers mean big deer. It is especially evident in counties with river bottoms along the Missouri, Mississippi, and Ohio Rivers, which run through the center of the country.

    Still another pattern is that the areas with higher deer densities, long and liberal gun seasons, and multiple tags habitually produce substantially fewer trophy bucks than areas with much lower densities of white-tails, shorter firearms seasons, and limits of only one deer tag per season. A state’s management practices can have a dramatic impact on the number of potential trophies a given area can produce. In my home state of Massachusetts, as well as in Iowa, the modern gun and muzzleloader seasons open after the rut is over, which means less buck movement as the breeding cycle is winding down. Less pressure and fewer deer moving means fewer deer for hunters to bag, which gives these surviving deer a chance to mature and become trophy-class bucks. The muzzleloader season in Kansas falls in the middle of September, when the trees still provide lots of cover. The daily temperatures can be much warmer, causing the deer to stay bedded down to avoid the heat. These things can make it harder for hunters to locate good bucks, resulting in more bucks living longer and thus becoming trophies.
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    Greg Sesselmann, president of Scent-Lok Technologies, with an impressive Kansas buck.
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    A magnificent trophy harvested by George Shrink, vice president of Scent-Lok.

    In Missouri, the rifle season usually opens up right at the beginning of the peak of the rut, bringing man and deer into contact as each are on a quest, the buck for a hot doe, the hunter for that buck. In Oklahoma, the muzzleloader season usually opens sometime in mid to late October and runs into November, when bucks are starting to chase does in the rut and the daily temperatures are much cooler. These management practices mean that more mature bucks are bagged during hunting seasons, leaving fewer bucks to have the extra seasons needed to develop into trophy-class animals.
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    Dick’s “border buck,” a heavily racked ten-pointer taken in Missouri, just over the Iowa line. Notice the sticker points.

    Analyzing the hunting seasons’ timetables shows that most monster bucks are taken during the firearms seasons, so their timing is critical. Seasons that fall before or after the rut, when bucks are much less vulnerable, give the bucks in the herd the time they need to mature into trophy animals.

    I learned at an early age, when I was doing whitetail studies with our state deer biologist Jim McDonough, who was my mentor, that all areas are not created equal. Some areas of a given state or province always produce more deer than others. And a few areas seem to produce the really big trophy bucks year in and year out. That is true across the entire North American range of the white-tailed deer.

    If you want to kill a trophy-class buck, and do so consistently, there is a simple solution: You have to hunt where these big bucks exist in decent numbers so you will have a realistic opportunity at bagging that buck of your dreams. It stands to reason that your best bet to harvest a trophy buck is to hunt where the odds statistically are in your favor.
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    These big Massachusetts beauties were harvested on both public and private land. Each scored over 140.

    There are still places where the bowhunter has a great chance of releasing an arrow at a world-class whitetail. Close your eyes and dream of giant-bodied bucks with long, heavy tines and sprawling racks. Fair-chase hunts exist in places that give you plenty of elbow room to set up and hunt with your bow. All it takes to find one of these places is to do some serious homework. One word of caution, though: Never get complacent about the hot spot you eventually find. Continually search out new and better locations to hunt. Once several trophy-class animals have been taken from a locality, ripples of excitement spread throughout the bowhunting community, and it doesn’t take long after word gets out for an area to start declining in trophy potential as more and more hunters invade the spot to try their luck. Over the years, I have never seen an area get better over time in such situations. The trophy harvest always declines as hunting pressure increases.

    On the Internet, the data available for bowhunters increases daily. Many national and regional organizations have record books and interactive websites with up-to-date information. On the national level, Boone and Crockett, Pope and Young, and the Quality Deer Management Association (QDMA) have outstanding websites that will help you find trophy hot spots to hunt. They also offer quarterly publications packed with useful statistics.

    [image: ]

    Ten states or provinces account for slightly more than 70 percent of the total trophy white-tailed deer entries into the Boone and Crockett’s all-time record book. This may be hard to fathom—until you analyze the information in the B&C book. This is the kind of useful information that can get you started in narrowing down your search for where you should set up your treestands or blind this fall in pursuit of a trophy buck.

    In addition to destination information, the websites provide interesting facts, such as what measurements are most important when field-judging a whitetail buck and how to score bucks with big eight-point racks, because the Boone and Crockett and Pope and Young scoring systems are designed for ten-point frames. There is no end to the quality information that you can access on these websites. To become a radical bowhunter, forget the chat rooms. You need facts, not idle conversation and hearsay. Your computer can be a great asset in doing research if you spend time in the right places.

    Many state fish and wildlife agencies provide statistical data on their websites and in record books as well. For example, the top ten counties in terms of the number of bucks recorded in the Iowa Big Game Records are displayed on a map of the state. Kansas lists the top twenty typical and nontypical bucks taken in the state, broken down by county and method of harvest: archery, muzzleloader, or modern rifle. The Northeast Big Buck Club (NEBBC) is an extremely useful reference source for the entire northeastern region of the country.

    Most of these websites are well maintained and constantly updated. They provide outstanding, timely material that will help in your pursuit of that trophy buck of your dreams. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that if you want to kill big bucks you must hunt where big bucks exist. These tools—either online or in book form—can be invaluable sources for the trophy hunter to research and analyze. They can help put you where you can make your dreams reality. An old saw states that a workman is only as good as his tools; well, here are some pretty powerful tools. All you have to do is use them. If you want to become a radical bowhunter, you’ll have to become a good researcher and somewhat of a statistician—not necessarily able to spew out facts and figures, but capable of gathering and analyzing the data in preparation for a dream hunt that will land you a monster buck.

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 2
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    Build a Big-Buck Factory

    With proper nutrition and management, big bucks can be grown just about anywhere. Depending on the availability of whitetail habitat, you may decide to take a radical step and build your own big-buck factory, providing an environment that will foster the growth of large-bodied and heavy-antlered whitetail bucks. What better way to find and harvest a beauty of a wall-hanger than by structuring an optimal environment in which they can thrive? This is a long-term project, but many hunting clubs and even individuals are creating or enhancing hunting grounds so that they may yield healthier and larger deer with superior racks that will score higher than those of native deer left to their own devices and the whims of Mother Nature. Creating a habitat conducive to whitetail bucks, with a highly nutritional food source in the form of a food plot supplemented with much-needed vitamins and minerals, will provide deer with a banquet of browse and fodder and keep bucks within your hunting area.

    NUTRITION AND DEER GROWTH

    Perhaps the best indicator of range quality is the physical size of young male deer. The better nutrition a white-tailed deer receives, the healthier, heavier, and larger it will be at maturity. One of the most obvious results is antler growth. But just as with humans, proper nutrition will affect many other aspects of the deer’s overall health.

    Research programs, such as those conducted by the Whitetail Institute of North America, show an increase not only in the size of antlers, but also in body weight of deer in all categories and in fawn growth because of supplemental feeding programs and the development of high-quality food plots. The studies also show a decline in fawn mortality when a mineral-vitamin supplement program is instituted. Research has shown that supplemental feeding and high-quality food plots are effective across the whitetail’s range.
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    This image captures what a field of dreams can do. Build it and they will come, stay, and grow bigger.

    One major benefit of proper nutrition is good skeletal growth. A deer’s skeleton is not fully formed until three years of age. The body uses minerals such as phosphorus, calcium, and magnesium to grow and strengthen the skeletal system. Calcium and phosphorus are also critical for milk production in lactating does. These macrominerals, as well as trace minerals such as iron, zinc, copper, and selenium, are fundamentally important to good nutrition in white-tailed deer.

    Antlers are extremely rapidly growing bones, extensions of the skeletal system. In the spring, hormonal changes in a buck cause antler buds to form. An accelerated antler growth phase takes place over the next several months, and vitamins and minerals are important in this process. Iron helps maintain the blood supply to the growing antlers. Copper aids collagen production, which supplies protein to the antlers. Phosphorus and calcium begin to be deposited in the antlers, giving them a solid structure. Toward the end of summer, more and more minerals are deposited as the mineralization process picks up speed. Eventually the blood supply is cut off from the antlers and the soft covering of velvet dries and peels away, revealing solid bone antlers that are approximately 55 percent mineral. This bone hat rack is what it’s all about for the radical bowhunter—it’s the stuff our dreams are made of.

    Though this process creates those magnificent racks that we all pursue, it can have detrimental effects on the rest of the skeletal system. When a deer’s body begins depositing large amounts of minerals in the growing antlers, much of the minerals are drawn from the internal skeletal system. Through its diet, the deer must replenish the calcium, phosphorus, and other minerals lost during the antler-building process. Producing antlers requires an incredible amount of minerals above and beyond the basic requirements for other body functions, and the larger the rack, the more minerals needed. Antler growth is always secondary to general body growth or health. A deer’s antlers will be shortchanged if the animal is suffering from a deficiency of any nutrient.

    Deer have varying needs for particular vitamins and nutrients for different physiological reasons, depending on the animal’s sex and stage of the life cycle. Bucks need quality nutrition to support good antler growth, and lactating does need an abundance of minerals for milk production. Males have higher nutritional requirements for optimal body growth than females and are the first to show the ill effects of a poor diet. But they also respond more dramatically than females to improved nutrition. As nutrition improves, the difference in body size between male and female deer widens. Well-fed, mature bucks are 30 to 50 percent larger than does of similar age.

    The rapid pace of a fawn’s skeletal growth means that it, too, has exceptional requirements for minerals and vitamins. Protein is also important in a fawn’s diet. Food-deprived fawns grow much more slowly and are structurally smaller, with smaller internal organs, but they have a surprising amount of fat. It appears that if general nutrition is poor, young deer will sacrifice body growth and shunt some nutrients into fat production instead of regular organ and skeletal growth.

    Good nutrition is a lifetime requirement for growing trophy deer. Bucks grow their largest antlers when they are about five and a half years old, and most show a decline in antler size after nine and a half years. But if a whitetail buck is stunted at one and a half years of age, he will be undersize when full-grown and carry smaller-than-normal antlers.

    Thus good mineral and vitamin levels are necessary not only for optimal antler growth, but also for a strong and healthy deer herd. An ample supply of essential nutrients is needed to produce quality deer, including those trophy bucks. If you give the deer a chance at optimal nutrition, you will reap big rewards come hunting season.

    For one thing, white-tailed deer are larger in the North than the South. The southern or tropical subspecies have males that weigh only 40 to 50 pounds. Up north, some mature bucks tip the scales at 350 pounds or more. Large body size has been a selective trait among North American whitetails because it has special significance in relation to survival. During the long, harsh winters of the North, a large-bodied deer exposes less surface area in relation to its total body weight, thereby making it easier to stay warm. Retaining body heat more readily helps conserve a deer’s energy. This can mean the difference between survival and death to a whitetail that experiences prolonged exposure to the harsh elements of a northern winter, especially if the only food source available is poor-quality browse. It’s a fact that large-bodied deer go with large antlers, and you can expect to find larger bucks carrying larger antlers on northern ranges. Physiological factors such as nutrition, genetics, and age; social factors; and seasonal variations that affect food sources also play major roles in determining the size of both bucks and their antlers.
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    A trio of bucks feeding in a narrow food plot created by the Whitetail Institute.

    CREATING A HABITAT

    Creating a habitat can be a daunting proposition unless you have legal access to an appropriate tract of land. If you are lucky and solvent enough to purchase a piece of good whitetail hunting property, you’ll be off to a good start. If you’re not able to purchase a piece of land, don’t sell your home. Forcing the family to RV it while you grow a food plot is not going to endear you to your wife and kids. The radical bowhunter may be obsessed, but he’s not that obsessed.

    Actually, you may not need to buy the land. Some government programs offer different ways to use land for hunting purposes without actually purchasing it. For example, hunting access programs—in which the department of natural resources leases private property, especially agricultural land, for public hunting—are active in many states including Michigan. Another good option may be a lease. Just be sure to get a legal contract for a long-term lease with strong renewal clauses. After putting time, effort, and money into a piece of land, it would be a shame to lose the hunting rights or even the lease after your work is starting to pay off. Think about leasing with an option to buy, and consider creative financing with the landowner instead of working with a bank or other financial institution.

    Another option for hunters and landowners is the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP), a voluntary program through which agricultural landowners receive annual rental payments and cost-share assistance in return for retiring land from farming and investing in long-term wildlife habitat development. To find out more about this program check the government website at www.fsa.usda.gov.

    Once you have found a piece of land, make sure it is suitable for this purpose by doing an initial site survey. You may pay a consulting wildlife biologist to evaluate the property and give you an implementation plan, but you can check out the land on your own. Exploring the plot of land means walking the entire area. Carry a topographical map or GPS, and make notes as you go. Look for any existing and potential food sources. Try to determine what the deer are eating or browsing on and what they are not eating. Also look for a potential spot for a food plot. Are there any agricultural fields that can be easily plowed and tilled? Would a cutting and brush-clearing program open up the area to the regeneration of tender new growth? Would using a saw to fell or trim trees create a natural fence for the flow of deer through the area?

    Once you’ve found a suitable property and studied it carefully, you can sit down and plan a strategy to create a big-buck factory. Your property needs to include several unique areas, because food alone is not enough to keep whitetails within your sights. It should have an area of thick cover to serve as secure sanctuary in addition to food plots and hunting areas.

    Cover

    An off-limits-to-humans, safe sanctuary area with lots of thick cover and a convenient food source will give deer in the area a place to hide, rest, and feed when humans have intruded for work detail or hunting. Post the area so that no one will enter. One quick way to provide instant cover is to drop unwanted trees at the end of summer. They will hold their leaves for months, affording lush cover. This cover provides more browse than bare ground. It can also make your property seem larger to a buck, because it can prevent his eyes from seeing habitat edges, and it will inhibit him from seeing you ascend a treestand or enter a ground blind.

    Deer will use this area as a sanctuary when hunting pressure begins to be exerted. They will visit and revisit this area in times of pressure or stress, even years later when your big buck is ready for harvesting. The spot will become a familiar haven, and as long as it provides shelter, safety, and food, he will keep coming back to use it—and as he does, he will be presenting fantastic opportunities for you to harvest him as he arrives or leaves the haven.

    Food Plot

    Your big-buck factory also needs a food plot in order to provide the white-tails with good sources of nutrition throughout the year. Before you create a new food plot, work on enhancing the mast, browse, and food sources already in your hunting area. Fertilize native vegetation. Trim, prune, and fertilize fruit and nut trees to strengthen them and increase their harvests. If you own the land or plan on leasing long-term, consider planting some fruit or nut trees to provide some of the deer’s favorite foods.
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